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			“It’s funny,” I said. “It’s very funny. And it’s a lot of fun too, to be in love.”

			“Do you think so?” Her eyes looked flat again.

			“I don’t mean fun that way. In a way, it’s an enjoyable feeling.”

			“No,” she said. “I think it’s hell on earth.”

			
The Sun Also Rises, Ernest Hemingway

			‘And all around them, the bestiality of night rises on tenebrous wings. The vampire’s time has come.’

			
’Salem’s Lot, Stephen King

			‘And Darkness and Decay and the Red Death held illimitable dominion over all.’

			‘The Masque of the Red Death’, Edgar Allan Poe

		

	
		
			Part One

			Nightmare World

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Sleeper

			Michael Summers would soon die. Of this Dez had little doubt. He possessed no medical background, no diagnostic expertise, but he knew when something was dying. Michael reminded him of everything and everyone he’d ever hoped would get better but didn’t. A lilac tree Dez was foolhardy enough to replant from his front yard to his back. Bandit, a childhood pet, the cat living to the respectable age of fifteen, then failing, the last few days of her life lived out in the back room of his grandma’s house, her kidneys slowly shutting down and her breathing growing more labored. The worst had been his aunt, who’d gradually succumbed to vascular dementia, a condition so insidious the words still sent a chill down Dez’s spine. A smart, vibrant woman, she’d declined over a period of two years, first forgetting basic facts and words, eventually losing even the ability to feed herself.

			Yes, Dez had seen death before. And he knew that Michael Summers was in serious danger.

			“It has to be Buck Creek,” Iris argued. The three of them were sitting around the burled table of the farmhouse kitchen. Triangulated with Dez and Iris, Levi folded his arms, but would not make eye contact with either of them. Dez had never seen the kid act so stubborn before.

			Iris glanced at Dez, who put his hands up in bewilderment. “Levi?” she said. “Will you at least explain why you’re so against the idea?”

			He shook his head, not looking up.

			Iris smacked the table, making Dez jump. “He’s dying, dammit. You said there was a pharmacy in Buck Creek—”

			“Was, Iris,” Levi said. “Was. It was raided shortly after the Four Winds.”

			“That’s not what you said,” Dez pointed out. “You said it got looted in the beginning, but no one’s been there since because of the vampires.”

			Levi looked up. “Exactly.” In the meager late-morning light, he looked more than ever like Tom Holland, the kid who’d played Spider-Man before the world went to hell.

			“I’m tired of this shit,” Iris said, getting up. “We need medicine, there’s medicine at the pharmacy.”

			“You don’t know that,” Levi said.

			“Hey, kid?” Iris answered. “Look at me.”

			When he didn’t, she cupped his chin and angled it toward her face. Levi resisted a little, but when Iris got like this, resistance was futile.

			She said, “We won’t know anything until we go.”

			“I’m not going,” Levi said. “And neither should you.”

			“Hell, we’ve stayed there already,” Iris said. “The night after the Four Winds Bar, we stayed on the edge of Buck Creek. Why is it all of a sudden so much more dangerous?”

			Dez studied him. “What happened to the plucky young man who survived on his own these last two years?”

			Levi’s expression was pained. “It’s different now.”

			“That’s right,” Iris said. “It’s different now. Because our friend is dying and he needs our help. It’s different now because our only hope is medicine, and the closest place that might have it is the pharmacy in Buck Creek.”

			She let go of Levi’s face, but this time he kept looking at her. “We’ve been safe here. Almost a month. Why risk that for something that’s not a sure thing?”

			Iris had begun moving toward the kitchen counter, but now she spun on him. “We’re not staying here. Get that through your skull. Dez and I have people we’ve gotta find. The only reason we haven’t left already is Michael.” She frowned. “Don’t you want him to get well?”

			Levi uttered a breathless grunt. “Of course. He’s my friend too.”

			Dez leaned back in his chair. “I get it. After scuttling around all this time, going from place to place, you finally feel safe.”

			“We are safe,” Levi said. “And who says Michael won’t get better?”

			“Every day he’s worse,” Iris persisted. “When’s the last time he kept anything down?”

			Levi didn’t answer.

			Dez said, “We’ll go. Iris and I.”

			“It’s suicide,” Levi answered.

			Iris looked like she was about to shout Levi down, but Dez cut in. “And that’s why you’re going to give us as many details as you can. We’ll use the atlas—”

			“That’s just the state of Indiana,” Levi argued. “It won’t show you anything about the town.”

			“It’s better than nothing,” Dez said. “You can show us where to enter, places to avoid—”

			“The whole town is a place to avoid,” Levi said. Iris flapped her hands dismissively at Levi, but he went on. “I’ve told you. We’re on the brink of Blood Country—”

			“Stop calling it that,” Iris muttered.

			“Everything south and east of us is vampire territory. It’s dangerous enough without wandering directly onto their land.”

			“It’s not their land,” Iris snapped. “There is no ownership, not anymore.”

			Levi sat forward, his face animated. “They laid claim to the entire town. Within the first couple weeks.”

			Dez nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe that’ll work to our advantage.”

			Levi stared at him. “How could that possibly work to our advantage?”

			But Iris was moving back toward the table. “Vampires don’t need medicine, do they?”

			“Of course not,” Levi said sullenly.

			“So they’d have no need of a pharmacy,” she continued. “And since everybody else is terrified of them—”

			“As they should be.”

			“—they’ve likely stayed away from the town.”

			Dez mulled it over. “Makes sense.”

			“No, it doesn’t,” Levi said, but Dez could hear his resolve weakening.

			Dez got up, went to the hallway, where an ancient rolltop desk reposed under a window that opened to the meandering country lane. As always, the lane was empty, the trees in the distance surrendering their leaves to the punishing November winds.

			Dez snatched a pencil and a spiral-bound notebook and returned to the table. Placing the pencil and notebook before Levi, he said, “Show us.”

			Levi made no move to pick up the pencil, so Iris plucked it from the table and wedged it between his fingers. “Show us,” she commanded.

			Levi sighed. “This is a horrible idea.”

			“It’s the only idea,” she answered.

			“If we want to save Michael,” Dez added.

			Levi nibbled his lip, then began to sketch. “Here’s the side of town nearest us. You can’t enter that way because it’s wide open. No cover at all.” He drew a cylindrical object. “Where you want to go in is over here, beside the grain elevator. Even in daylight, you’ll be able to sneak up to the edge of town here….”

			* * *

			When they’d finished, Levi excused himself and went out. For someone so afraid of the small town eight miles to the east, he sure did enjoy walking the farmhouse property. It was like he believed this place possessed some talismanic ability to keep the monsters at bay. Dez hoped it wouldn’t get him killed.

			He poured himself a glass of water from the pitcher, swigged deeply, and set the glass aside, knowing his thirst was a product of fear. Yes, they had to chance a daylight journey to the pharmacy to find medicine for Michael. Vampires preferred nighttime but could move about during the day. No bursting into flames or crumpling into an ash heap. Just light sensitivity and, from what he could gather, some discomfort. There’d be no sunlight indoors, however. The pharmacy, if they made it there, would be steeped in gloom.

			And all of this – the hiding, the scratched-out existence, the constant fear – was necessary because of the Bastards from Baltimore.

			Dez clutched the counter edge and tried not to think about the rogue scientists, those fiends from Four Winds Aerospace and Johns Hopkins University who’d unlocked the secrets of human DNA and had, through their mastery of epidemiology and astrophysics, unleashed a plague that had obliterated nearly all of humankind, the earth now a horrorscape of monsters and bloodshed and fear. They’d detonated their bombs near the six largest airports in the U.S., and the travelers, not knowing they were carriers of the virus, spread mankind’s doom to all corners of the world. Within two months nearly every person on earth had transformed into a monster or been killed by one. Dez’s own father. His brother.

			His son.

			A door creaked from the other room. Throat burning, he finished his water, washed his glass, dried it, and returned it to the cabinet. Iris had trained them well. Everyone did his own dishes, everyone cooked for himself. Unless someone – usually Levi – volunteered to cook for the group. Not wanting to poison his friends, Dez seldom volunteered.

			He made his way to Michael’s room, where he found Iris sitting on the bed, the back of her hand on Michael’s forehead. She was frowning.

			“Not good?” Dez asked.

			“Sweltering,” she said. “We have to go today.”

			Dez glanced at the window. “It’s almost noon. Maybe we should wait.”

			“It could rain tomorrow. Or snow,” Iris said. “Or he could die tonight.” Dez winced, but Iris plowed on. “He can’t hear us. I don’t think he’s had a clue what’s going on for a couple days. If he can’t eat, can’t take fluids….”

			“I get it,” Dez said. “I think maybe Levi spooked me.”

			She peered down at Michael, and so did Dez. Their friend was Black, with a beard and sideburns he kept better-groomed than Dez did his own. But in the days since he’d gotten sick, the sideburns had grown unruly, the chin hair unaccustomedly long. A subtle thing, but a reminder that Michael was deteriorating. Dez glanced at the bedroom window, at the whorls of hoarfrost there, and shivered. If only the farmhouse were warmer…if only their friend hadn’t gotten sick….

			Iris caressed Michael’s forehead, rose. As they were going out, Dez noticed how much Michael, who was ordinarily voluble and charismatic, resembled a corpse at a wake. His arms weren’t folded over his chest, thank God, but with the near stillness of his body and the slow wasting away that rendered his cheekbones and brows more pronounced, he looked very much like a dead man.

			They had to go.

			Dez followed Iris upstairs, not because he needed anything – all his gear was in the mudroom in case they had to make a quick escape – but because she gave him strength. Whether she was less frightened than he was or merely better at feigning courage, Iris always seemed to be in control. When he came through the bedroom door, she was grasping the bottom of her t-shirt and drawing it up. She paused and looked at him.

			“Sorry,” he muttered.

			He went over, sat on the edge of the bed, and unholstered his Ruger. He knew it was loaded and shoot-ready, but double-checking it would give him something to do while Iris changed clothes.

			The familiar warmth spread through his body at the sounds of her shirt and sweatpants slithering to the floor. Maybe because they frequently slept in the same bed, they often got dressed together. Despite the fact that he was powerfully attracted to Iris, he prided himself on not sneaking glances at her. A low bar, maybe, and not something for which he should congratulate himself, but he knew many men who’d spy on a beautiful woman like Iris every chance they got. Especially when they’d been abstinent for more than eight months.

			Dez slid out the magazine, collected the .22 rounds in his palm. From the corner of his eye he saw Iris reach back for her bra clasp. Hastily, he began reloading the rounds.

			“We taking the bikes?” she asked.

			“Definitely,” he said.

			They didn’t ride the ten-speeds often because traveling down the middle of the road made you an easy target. But today was a special situation. Haste mattered more than stealth. Dez would rather risk being seen by a cannibal in the daylight than being caught by a vampire at dusk. The cannibals were repugnant, ferocious. But the vampires?

			Dez shivered hard enough to drop a round.

			“Careful over there,” Iris called. He guessed she was wiggling into her sports bra, but didn’t attempt visual confirmation.

			Bending to retrieve the bullet, he said, “Levi’s route takes us through the town center.”

			“Don’t remind me.”

			“Should we go a different way?”

			“You can look now,” she said.

			He turned and found her in her underwear and bra, both royal blue. His mouth went dry. She crossed to the dresser, her back to him, and opened a drawer. Dez watched, a bit lightheaded.

			Susan! his conscience rejoined. Remember Susan!

			It was enough to peel his eyes away from Iris’s extraordinary behind and return his attention to the Ruger.

			“If Levi says it’s the safest path,” she said, “we have to trust him. He’d never put us in danger.”

			He’s putting us in danger by attempting to make this our permanent home, Dez thought.

			He slid round after round into the magazine. Ten in all. Plus twenty more in his hip pocket. After the battle in the Four Winds Bar, he never wanted to run out of ammo again.

			Iris’s voice was musing. “So after we get the medicine…after Michael recovers…we go, right?”

			“We go,” he agreed, though the pronouncement brought on a different species of worry. They had only the vaguest of clues where his girlfriend, Susan, and Iris’s daughter, Cassidy, had been taken, so the prospect of pursuing them didn’t imbue him with confidence. Though he hated himself for it, the notion of leaving made him understand Levi all too well. The farmhouse felt safe. The weeks they’d spent here before Michael’s health deteriorated were tranquil. Of course, tranquility was relative. Even the past month had been plagued by mind-splitting fear and creeping paranoia, but at least no one had tried to murder them, and that was a marked improvement.

			Iris’s voice was nearly inaudible. “Do you think they’re still alive?”

			“Yes,” he said, but the reply was automatic and carried little conviction, even to his own ears.

			She went on. “And if we find Susan but not Cassidy….”

			“We keep going. Same if we find Cassidy first. We keep going until we both have our people back.”

			They’d gone over it many times, and though Dez knew he’d continue on with Susan by his side in their mission to find Iris’s daughter, he wondered if Iris would do the same if they found Cassidy first. Because the situations were not analogous. Susan, he assumed, would want to help Iris find her daughter. Iris, on the other hand, would be dragging a just-saved five-year-old into more peril. Would she actually take her little girl on a rescue mission? Would Dez even want her to? No, he decided. He wouldn’t. But there was no point in debating it now. Their chances of finding either person were negligible.

			Iris eased down on the bed beside him. She was fully clothed, her blue undergarments sheathed in her accustomed blue shirt, black jacket, and black jeans.

			“Is it going to be weird when you find Susan?” she asked.

			No point pretending he didn’t understand. “Probably.”

			“Why?” she asked.

			Dez flushed. She’d trapped him! He waited, hoping she’d let him off the hook, but she remained silent, and he knew he’d have to respond.

			He finished loading the mag and popped it into the Ruger. “You and I are good together,” he said. “That’s bound to show when we’re around Susan. She’s not stupid.”

			A corner of Iris’s mouth lifted. “Think she’ll start something?”

			“I don’t think she’ll fight you. It wouldn’t do her much good. She’s not exactly…you.”

			Iris smiled.

			“I’ve never had women fight over me before,” he said.

			She patted his back. “And I doubt you ever will.”

			“Ouch.”

			“Let’s go, dumbass.” Iris moved toward the door. “I’ll find Levi, tell him we’re going. You fix your makeup or whatever it is you spend all that time in the bathroom doing.”

			Dez saluted her with a middle finger.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Ghost Town

			The bikes were a godsend. Every time Dez had ridden as an adult, he wondered why he didn’t do it more often. Aside from being more expedient than slogging the eight miles on foot, biking brought with it the subtler pleasures he’d forgotten about, the breeze ghosting over his face, the edifying sensation of the handlebars in his grip, the gratifying blaze in his quadriceps as he worked the pedals. Even though the roads were gravel and somewhat of a grind, he resolved to travel on bike whenever he could, exposure to predators be damned.

			Iris evidently disagreed.

			She pedaled in grim silence, her eyes constantly strafing the woods and fields. In several places the gravel was shot through with weeds; even the blacktop was cracked by sprouted plants. Without people around to spoil it, nature had reclaimed the earth. Squirrels, rabbits, chipmunks, foxes, even the occasional cat or dog darted across the road ahead of them. The birds that hadn’t flown south swooped and congregated on the roadsides, in the trees, on the disused telephone poles lining the roads. Many of these birds – crows, sparrows, finches, and a large onyx-feathered creature that might have been a raven – showed no fear at all as Dez and Iris rattled past on their ten-speeds, perhaps sensing on an instinctive level that the pair meant them no harm. Or maybe it was the bikes themselves that put the birds at ease. Dez had certainly never seen a monster riding one. Motorcycles, cars, and ATVs, sure, but not bicycles. Apparently, monsters considered themselves too cool for regular bikes.

			They pedaled on, the countryside eerily silent. Twice they passed abandoned vehicles. The first was a pickup truck. It had once been white, but two years of dust, weather, and copious splats of bird shit had rendered its exterior a seedy farrago of colors. Since there were no dents or signs of trauma to the pickup, Dez’s guess was that its driver had simply run out of gas and had to hoof it.

			The second vehicle was an overturned SUV, and this one did bear marks of a struggle. It lay diagonally across the road, its rear end crumpled. The dusty black paint was scarred by what might have been claws, and within the SUV he glimpsed wine-colored stains. Dez caught a flickering mental image of a family being dragged out of the shattered windows, and he was gripped with a bone-deep chill.

			Dez and Iris pedaled past the macabre scene without comment.

			They arrived at Buck Creek by two that afternoon, but rather than entering town, per Levi’s instructions they took County Road 1050. It was a shitty road, potholed and weedy, and the farther they advanced, the more primitive it became. When they reached the grain elevator, the gravel lane was so crowded by evergreens that Dez felt relatively safe. Iris not so much.

			“I don’t like this,” she said, hunkering down beside him, their bikes resting just within the tree line.

			“The town or the vampires?” he asked.

			“Any of it,” she said. “Feels like we’re being watched. Kind of like when I get dressed with you in the room.”

			At his open-mouthed stare, she chuckled softly and gave him a shove. “Come on,” she said. “Keep your bow ready.”

			He slid it out of its holder. Toting the crossbow all the way through town would be cumbersome, but being beset by vampires would be worse. If one came charging toward him, he figured he could nail it, and the silent weapon wouldn’t draw others. If a horde of them attacked, they were screwed anyway, and he’d use the Ruger. At the thought of being eviscerated in this small town, he shuddered and moved a smidge closer to Iris. At least he wouldn’t die alone. They hurried past the grain elevator, paused at the edge of the road, then darted across it and took refuge in a stand of woods that bordered a residential area. As they sprinted, hunched over like soldiers attacking a beachhead, all manner of wildlife scattered before them.

			Iris crouched beside a towering oak. “You see anything?” she whispered.

			“It’s like a nature preserve,” he answered. “Even if there were vampires around, we wouldn’t be able to tell them apart from the animals.”

			Iris scanned the houses ahead. “The vampires are the ones with glowing orange eyes and fangs as long as your pinkies.”

			“Thanks for that.”

			“Let’s move. The sooner we find medicine, the sooner we can get the hell out this mausoleum.”

			God, he thought. The town did feel like a mausoleum. They bolted out of the forest. There was a paved residential street followed by houses, most of them two stories, a few of them ranches. To Dez it looked like every small town he’d ever driven through or, when he was younger, horsed around in with his buddies. They crossed the road, hustled through a yard, the knee-high grass swishing against their legs, then ducked close to the first house they encountered, a stately white-siding-and-black-shutter affair where someone small-town-famous probably once lived, an elementary school principal or the owner of a used car dealership. As they passed, Dez made sure not to look too closely. He learned long ago that details could humanize a house and remind him of both the world that was forever lost and the lives that had been taken. A swing set, a skateboard. Even something as innocuous as a muddy mitten or a candy wrapper had, for the first year after the world unraveled, snowed him under a blizzard of despair. It reminded him of Will, his little boy, who perished in the first massive wave of deaths.

			Perished without Dez there to protect him.

			Jesus.

			He shook his head. Best to avoid dwelling on it. At least, as much as his traitorous mind would allow.

			They crept past the first house, then hastened across a short expanse of yard. Moving this way was slower, but it was a hell of a lot more prudent than strutting around in the open the way people did in postapocalyptic movies. What those films missed was that it only took one. One glimpse from a cannibal. One noise detected by a vampire. One sniff from the Children, a race of subterranean creatures ten feet tall that Dez had never encountered but whose ferocity was legendary….

			One mistake was enough. No matter how hardscrabble this existence might be, Dez had no desire to die. He glanced at Iris, a knife gripped at her hip. He studied the firm line of her jaw, her comprehensive blue-eyed gaze, and was damned glad to be by her side. They advanced to the next house. According to Levi’s diagram, there were four residential blocks before they reached the diminutive business district.

			“Hey,” Iris said, and when Dez looked up he realized he’d been drifting. The look on her face was enough to center him.

			“Sorry,” he muttered.

			“Traveling with you is like walking my dog, Harry. The slightest thing, a butterfly, a bird, even a dandelion spore, and he’d be mesmerized by it.”

			“I bet he was a good-looking dog though.”

			“Golden Lab,” she said. “Much handsomer than you.”

			Dez hesitated. “Did he…um—”

			“Died of old age six months before the bombs flew.”

			“Good,” he said.

			“Pay attention.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			She gave him a smirk, then hauled ass across the street.

			As they moved deeper and deeper into the tiny hamlet, a restive feeling grew in Dez, and not just because it was so damnably quiet. He’d heard that vampires seldom left their victims out in the open. They didn’t hassle with burial, but they did take the time to drag the bodies into ditches or hide the remains in forests. The reason for this had nothing to do with fastidiousness. According to Levi, who’d spent more time on the borders of Blood Country than any of them, it was because vampires had no desire to advertise their whereabouts. They wanted travelers to venture near their enclaves. Dez supposed when you were an alpha species, your reputation was enough to frighten off most visitors. No need to display a field of desiccated corpses to discourage them.

			They progressed through more overgrown yards, the thistles and pokeweed waist-high in several places. The toe of Dez’s boot knocked something aside, and when he glanced down and discovered the object shrouded in a clutch of crabgrass, his chest tightened. It was a splintery wooden Thomas the Tank Engine toy, its blue paint all but flaked away. Dez’s son had loved to play with those trains, the two of them spending hours in the basement fitting the wooden tracks together and concocting stories about late deliveries and petty squabbles. God, what he wouldn’t give to play with Will one more time….

			“Dez?” Iris said.

			He looked up at her, expecting to find judgment in her gaze, but there was none.

			Softly, she said, “Let’s keep moving.”

			He snatched up the tank engine and followed her.

			With Iris leading the way, they reached the business district. What there was of it. The first snatch of storefronts consisted of a pizza place, aptly named Buck Creek Pizza King; a real estate company; and an establishment that simply called itself The Rock Shop. Whether they specialized in ordinary rocks, rare gems, or were a money-laundering front for the mob, he didn’t know.

			“See anything?” Iris asked from the side of her mouth.

			“The Rock Shop looks intriguing.”

			“Probably a guitar store.”

			He hadn’t considered that. Maybe the new world was turning him into a literalist.

			“The real estate agent,” she said, “they’ve got a recessed door. Like, really recessed.”

			He peered across the street and realized it was as she’d said. With the sun gliding west and not particularly brilliant to begin with, there was plenty of gloom there to conceal them. He started forward, but she threw out an arm to bar his way. She nodded ahead, and following her gaze, he detected nothing but a barren street. They remained that way, hunkered down in the bushes of a sea-blue saltbox house that looked like it’d been falling into disrepair well before the Four Winds. Dez shook his head at the ill-fitting name someone had given to the apocalyptic event. He supposed the virus contained in the bombs had been spread by the wind, but still. Four Winds was too poetic, too gentle for the madness and carnage the scientists had unleashed.

			Iris relaxed a little. “Thought I saw a shadow up there in the window. Maybe just my imagination.”

			“Ready?” he asked.

			They sprinted across the road and soon they were pressed against the windowless real estate office door.

			“You’re sort of fast,” she said.

			“You didn’t know that yet? After seeing me in action at the Four Winds?”

			“You look faster with clothes on.”

			“Ah.” He’d forgotten that, with the exception of his tighty-whities, he’d been naked during their cataclysmic battle with Bill Keaton and his followers at the Four Winds Bar. The one that concluded with the place a smoldering ruin and God knew how many people dead.

			“Where to next, Captain?” he asked.

			“Captain,” she repeated thoughtfully. “I like that. One block over, the recessed door at a diagonal.”

			“China Moon?” he read.

			“Doubt the buffet is open.”

			He lowered his voice dramatically. “Unless it’s a human buffet.”

			She looked at him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

			“Sleep deprivation?”

			“You tossed and turned all night.”

			Because you talk in your sleep, he thought but didn’t say. And because I can’t stop thinking about kissing you.

			“Sure you wanna cross the road?” he asked. “We could just—”

			“The restaurant—” she pointed, “—is across from the pharmacy. From there we can see the storefront and make sure there’s nothing leering out at us.”

			“Nice verb.”

			“Traveling with an English teacher, I figure I better exercise vivid word choice.”

			“Former English teacher,” he said. “Nowadays, I feel lucky to string together a pair of coherent sentences.”

			She nodded. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but….”

			“Smart-ass,” he said, and they set off, Dez acutely aware of how vulnerable they were, how easy it would be not only to see them, but to surround them.

			If the vampires came out before dark. Unfortunately, he’d seen it happen.

			Could you maybe not think of that now? he wondered. Picturing a gory vivisection wasn’t going to scoot them across the road any faster, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to help Michael.

			Oh yeah, he thought. Michael.

			Finally, they ducked under the green canopy of China Moon and took a knee as close to the glass front door as they could.

			BILL’S DRUG STORE, the yellow sign across the street said, though the B had been shattered, so that the pharmacy now read ILL’S.

			She gave him a look. “Go ahead.”

			“Too easy,” he said. “My jokes are more sophisticated and work on multiple levels.”

			She smiled wanly and returned her gaze to the store’s façade.

			The windows were intact, which could either mean the place hadn’t been pillaged or it had been converted into a stronghold. But with so many windows….

			“Levi claims the front door’s unlocked?” he asked.

			She nodded. “He went in there once, near the beginning.”

			Dez nodded, the story coming back to him. Levi’s sister had been an asthmatic, so when her inhaler ran out, Levi had been dispatched to find a replacement. Buck Creek was the fourth small town to which he’d ventured, and it was here he’d found a cache of inhalers. Feeling guilty, he’d only taken half of them, but when he returned home it hadn’t mattered because his family had been murdered by cannibals. Dez hadn’t had the heart to ask if they’d also been eaten, and he supposed it didn’t matter. The point was, Bill’s Drug Store had been a viable source of medicine. But that was more than twenty months ago. To believe it hadn’t been raided since was naive.

			“Three-story building,” Iris said, “so there might be apartments above it.” What remained unacknowledged was what might dwell in those apartments. Dez was grateful for the omission. “Guess we better go,” she said. “I don’t think we’re being— Holy shit.” She spun and stumbled backward, and when Dez whirled toward the glass door of China Moon, his crossbow was already out. He was a hair’s breadth from firing a bolt through the glass when he realized what he was looking at.

			A cardboard cutout of Han Solo, his blaster drawn, his intense gaze fixed directly on Dez and Iris.

			“Fuckers,” she said, hand on chest.

			“We don’t know it was the vampires,” he said, lowering the crossbow. “Could’ve been anyone.”

			“I mean whoever did it,” she snapped. “And why are you defending the vampires?”

			“Sorry.”

			“Fuck,” she said.

			“Let’s head over there,” he said. Iris nodded, heaved a breath, and then they were rushing toward the pharmacy entrance, no sign of life around them, nothing except the increasingly brooding November afternoon. They reached the door and Dez muttered, “I’ll cover you,” and as Iris grasped the handle, Dez trained the crossbow over her shoulder.

			She yanked the door open and slipped inside. Dez strafed the dimness with the crosshairs of the bow. As the door wheezed shut behind them, Dez became aware of a cloying medley of smells. There was the astringent tang of medicine he associated with pharmacies, but it was buried under less-pleasant odors. Rancid meat. Yeasty armpits. Animal spoor – were there rats in here? – and something worse. Something he associated with a hog farm at which he and a buddy had worked one summer. His buddy’s dad, who owned the farm, wouldn’t allow them near the slaughterhouse. But there was an old well in back. One into which something once fell…the stench growing more noxious each day…until they finally peered down into it with a flashlight to see what was causing the repulsive odor and stared straight into the maggot-infested eyes of an enormous bloated possum.

			He fancied he could smell that possum now as he whispered, “Can you see?”

			Iris didn’t answer. When she advanced past the registers toward an aisle of greeting cards, he added, “Darker than a woodchuck’s asshole in here.”

			She brought a forefinger to her lips, so he shut up, but if he couldn’t see anything he certainly couldn’t shoot anything. Iris, evidently, was in favor of conserving their flashlights. For what he had no idea.

			They progressed down the row, magazines on their left, greeting cards on their right. The scavenger in him wondered why Iris would’ve chosen the least utilitarian aisle through which to venture, but as they continued he realized that the days of lucking upon soup cans or boxes of ramen noodles were long past, that the only tactical move was to make their way around the store’s perimeter, keeping any potential threat on one side of them.

			Good thing Iris had taken the lead.

			They continued on, and as they did, Dez noticed a bizarre thing. The end of the world had been even messier than movies had depicted. Just about every store he’d encountered in the past two years had looked like bombs had been detonated in them. Shredded paper everywhere, blood splattered on the walls, in many cases body parts strewn about. But not here. Here the magazines lay neatly in their displays and even the greeting card envelopes, which in the old world had been frequently untidy, were symmetrically aligned with their cards. Iris glanced back at him, in her face the same disquiet worming its way through his guts. They moved toward the end of the aisle, the store growing duskier.

			As they crept to the edge of a display, this one for gift bags and garish pinatas, Dez realized something else was bothering him too. In the mélange of smells burrowing up his nostrils, one was missing: dust. You entered any building these days, including the farmhouse in which they were currently hiding out, and the thick, chalky odor of dust was ubiquitous. To not smell it meant—

			He heard a click, tensed, then realized Iris had switched on her flashlight. She shone it toward the wall they were approaching, where a paltry array of wine and spirits resided. They rounded the corner, and Iris aimed her beam down the long rear walkway of the store. A liquor display to his left. The section had been humble to begin with, but now there were only four bottles remaining: a pair of off-brand vodkas, a bottle of dirt-cheap wine, and a fifth of Wild Turkey. After a moment’s debate, Dez snagged the neck of the whiskey bottle and stowed it in his pack. Iris stared at him, and he offered her a crooked grin. Shaking her head, she started down the back walkway.

			According to Levi, the pharmacy was inset in the rear of the store, and as they inched forward, Dez saw a yawning black opening appear. To their right were the main aisles, hair products dominating one, analgesics and sleep-aids in another; it pained him to discover the sleep-aids had been totally plundered. They passed a potato chip and soda aisle, another with mouthwashes and toothpastes. An end cap advertised FAMILY PLANNING, and Dez was unsurprised to find every box of condoms missing. The new world was a godawful place for a pregnant woman and even worse for a newborn. Pushing away the thought, he huddled closer to Iris, his finger off the trigger of the crossbow but ever ready to twitch in that direction. If a vampire struck, it would be instantaneous.

			A few feet ahead, the back wall disappeared and the pharmacy began. Edging around the last few display items, he realized that there were no windows back here, no light at all save what filtered in from the front of the store. Iris crept around the corner, Dez close on her heels. She shone the light on the far wall, where they found three help windows, a waiting area, a machine that took your blood pressure, and to the far left, a single door.

			“Stay ready,” she whispered.

			Dez didn’t like the fact that this was an old-fashioned layout rather than the newer open-concept pharmacies. This one adhered to the style he’d encountered in his childhood, the undersized windows reminding him of the gatekeeper in The Wizard of Oz. As they approached, he feared a face would appear, only instead of a bushy-mustached guard informing them the Great and Powerful Oz was too busy to be bothered today, they’d encounter the alabaster leer of a vampire, its lambent eyes aglow and its fangs dripping slaver.

			Fuck. Why did his imagination insist on betraying him?

			Iris was almost to the door. Levi said it had been unlocked the last time he’d come, and when Iris twisted the knob and pulled, the door creaked open. She hunched her shoulders at the noise, and strangely enough, her fear reassured him. If someone as unflappable as Iris was terrified, there was no shame in him being scared shitless either. She glanced at him, then drew the door open farther – creeeaaak – and pushed through. She swept the light about the room. Dez expected a wicked face to whirl and snarl at them. But the space appeared empty. The inner pharmacy looked as orderly as the rest of the store.

			Not right, Dez thought. Something’s not right.

			Whether Iris suspected that too, he didn’t know. She was already hurrying forward, her flashlight the only illumination in the stygian gloom. Dez remained right behind her, both to keep her safe and, if he was being honest, to provide himself a measure of comfort. Iris was one of the bravest people he’d ever met, and he’d found that braveness, like nervousness, could be transmitted.

			“Alphabetical order?” she whispered, and it took him a moment to realize she was alluding to the drugs populating the abundant shelves in the twenty-by-thirty space. She stopped, Dez almost crashing into her, and fished a paper out of her jeans pocket. “Clindamycin,” she murmured, then moved to the left and began scanning pill bottles and boxes. “Caelyx…Capoten…Cialis…Clonazepam…dammit, it’s not here.”

			“What’s the next one?” he asked. He knew it was his imagination, but the temperature seemed to have dropped. Slightly stuffy when they entered, it now felt as cool as it was outside, no more than forty-five degrees.

			“Amoxicillin,” she read.

			“I’ve heard of that.”

			“It’s one of the most common antibiotics,” she murmured. “Cassidy is allergic to it.”

			She crossed to the wall rack, where she honed in on the A-drugs. She riffled through the boxes, whispering their names, and at first the sound of her voice masked it, that other sound, the one he dismissed as imagination. Then Iris broke off, her posture expectant, and he heard it again. A furtive slither.

			It came from above them.

			Oh God.

			He looked at her, and she looked at him, and he knew she was remembering what she’d said about apartments above the pharmacy.

			Apartments and their inhabitants.

			“Find the amoxi-whatever,” he breathed.

			She painted the bottles with light and as she grasped each one, he could see how her hand trembled, how the flashlight jittered in her grip. He’d offer to hold it but knew he’d be even jumpier than she was. Besides, she knew what she was looking for, she—

			The sound above them recurred, louder this time. Like more than one individual was stirring.

			“Aciphex,” she whispered. “Adderall. Aldactone….”

			He fumbled off his pack, unzipped it.

			“What are you doing?” she demanded.

			“Find the medicine,” he hissed. He reached inside, located his flashlight, clicked it on.

			The floor above them creaked.

			“Ambien,” she said, her voice a bit louder. “Amitriptyline….”

			He swung the beam around the room. There had to be another exit, an opening to the alley….

			“Amlodipine….”

			He swung the light right and left, but everywhere there were more shelves, more boxes and pill bottles. Dammit! They’d have to exit the same way they came in, which meant they had to beat whatever was upstairs to the front door. Dez shifted his flashlight beam, which jigged wildly now, to the opposite wall. Where are the stairs? he thought. Do the apartments somehow connect to the pharmacy, or do they lead to an exterior door?

			“Amoxicillin!” Iris gasped. “It’s here!”

			He rushed over to her, his backpack thankfully still unzipped. “Drag it all in,” he said. “Hurry.”

			Iris bulldozed three good-sized boxes off the shelf, the pills rattling mutedly as the boxes tumbled into Dez’s pack. From directly above them, the floor screaked long and loud. Dez froze, his genitals shrinking, his breath held, and stared at Iris, whose eyes were as wide as he’d ever seen them. Then the thump of footsteps pounded the ceiling, and he growled, “Go! Go!”

			They surged forward, threw open the door, which cracked the outer wall, then halted in the doorway. Rushing footsteps sounded on the store’s tiled floor. Deep, chortling laughter.

			Oh Jesus, Dez thought. The vampires are in here.

			They retreated into the pharmacy, Iris closing the door behind them. She twisted the lock and shot the upper bolt too, but she had to know, as Dez did, that locks wouldn’t keep the vampires out for long.

			As he shone the flashlight around the room, hoping against hope they might locate an exit, he realized that this was why the store was so scrupulously clean, the reason they made an effort to conceal their victims’ remains. An uncluttered store was reassuring. An uncluttered store made it harder to imagine a brutal attack, a frenzied bloodletting. And now they were going to experience the nightmare firsthand, the agony and the screaming and the torrid arterial spray—

			“Over there!” Iris said.

			Dez snapped his head around and saw where she’d aimed her flashlight. There, in the back corner, stood one of the many tall wire racks, behind which hung an immense poster reminding women to schedule their mammograms. And why, Dez wondered as he scampered with Iris toward the corner, would a pharmacist hang such a poster back here rather than in a place where patrons could see it? To conceal a door.

			Fucking vampires, Dez thought. Assholes, every one of them.

			Dez seized the rack and yanked on it with all his might. It toppled easily, the myriad boxes and shelves sending up a frightful clatter as they fell. Dez bared his teeth. He hated the racket but deep down knew it didn’t matter. The vampires knew they were here, knew it well before this sonic explosion.

			Iris clambered over the downed rack and tore the mammogram poster away, and Dez’s guts went warm and watery at sight of the door, the beautiful goddamned door, but when Iris twisted the knob and pushed, the door didn’t give.

			“Locked?” he asked.

			She shook her head. From behind them came footfalls and high-pitched giggles. Iris banged against the door, but it wouldn’t give.

			“Stand back,” he said, unholstering his Ruger. Iris didn’t protest; she knew as he did that their only hope was escaping this lightless tomb and emerging into the daylight. Whether the vampires would follow them outside, he had no idea. But he and Iris had to get out.

			He fired the Ruger at the knob. The first slug sparked off the aged brass, but the second one knocked it askew. Dez brought up a leg and stomped the knob with his bootheel. The door jumped open, but only an inch.

			“What the hell?” Iris breathed. Behind them, the door began to rattle.

			“Ah shit,” he muttered. There was no need to verbalize the problem. Clearly the vampires had obstructed the alley door from the outside. He imagined a jagged heap of desks, boards, and other heavy objects piled ten feet high.

			He heard the click of Iris’s SIG Sauer being unsafetied.

			“Hold them off,” he said.

			Iris grunted sourly, and he couldn’t blame her. Bullets didn’t kill vampires. Decapitation or cremation were the only surefire remedies.

			Dez took several steps back and rushed the door. He launched himself at it, knowing he might dislocate his shoulder but not caring. The door responded with a grinding squeal, but only opened a couple more inches. Nowhere near wide enough for Iris to squirm through, and certainly too narrow for him. The door behind them rattled harder.

			Toying with us, he thought. How many of them are there? Two? Five?

			Dez retreated again, his shoulder smarting but his adrenaline pumping so wildly he scarcely registered the pain. He surged forward, lowered his head, and catapulted himself toward the exit. This time the door bulged outward, the sliver of daylight becoming a four-inch swath. One more might do it.

			The door between them and the vampires stopped rattling. He moved up next to Iris, the only sound their terrified breathing.

			“Dez?” she whispered.

			The doorknob jiggled, then clicked.

			“Oh God,” she breathed. “They’ve got keys.”

			Dez holstered his Ruger, spun, and barreled toward the alley door, giving it everything he had this time. He crashed against it, shoulder and skull, and it scraped open a few more inches. He landed on hands and knees, and through the opening he glimpsed some of the objects piled there. A metal bedframe. An old wooden dresser. What might have been the base of an ancient refrigerator.

			Bastards, he thought.

			Snick went the lock across the room.

			“Go!” he shouted. Iris made the alley door in three strides, turned sideways, and slid through easily. Dez gained his feet as the door across the room swung open and a lean figure revealed itself. Framed by long black hair, the eyes of the figure watched him without emotion, as soulless as the darkness. Dez stepped slowly backward, toward the opening, through which Iris was reaching for him, and in the moment before he attempted his escape, he saw a corner of the vampire’s mouth lift in a smirk.

			Dez whirled and dove for the door, and behind him he heard the rapid whicker of the vampire’s approach. Iris seized Dez by the shoulder of his leather jacket and yanked hard. He drove with his legs, the opening not quite broad enough for him, but grinding wider as he forced his way through. Halfway to freedom, his body wedged in the opening. No!

			He grunted, shoved against the door, but there was no give. He was reminded of those distressing moments he’d attempted to max out on the bench press and found himself unequal to the weight, the barbell crushing down on him, nowhere to go. Only in this case a vampire was rushing through the darkness behind him.

			Dez groaned, struggled, and the animal sounds he heard couldn’t be his own. They were too tinny, too feeble, and he’d never felt more vulnerable in his life. The Ruger was holstered, and anyway, his body was fixed in place, pinned as surely as an insect under glass.

			“Son of a…bitch,” he breathed, and beneath his words he heard the vampire, appallingly close now, the odor of the fiend’s breath like the putrescent stench of the possum in the well. In desperation, Dez shoved his head through the gap, glanced over his shoulder.

			Saw the vampire grinning at him from less than a foot away.

			Iris shoved her gun into the vampire’s face and fired.

			Its head snapped back and the body disappeared into the murk. A strident shriek erupted in the pharmacy. There are at least two of them, he thought, his heart caroming around his chest. Dez wriggled, fought. Iris had ahold of his collar, was dragging him toward the alley. His chest scraped the unyielding steel edge, caught, then scraped again. Dez summoned all his energy, got his elbow around the edge of the door, and pushed. With Iris hauling on him and gravity doing its work, he slithered out of the aperture, was about to land, when a hand seized his ankle.

			He whipped his head around, discovered the bleached, long-nailed fingers clutching him, and then, impossibly, he was being dragged back toward the door, his ankle swallowed by the darkness. Above his boot he distinguished the intimations of a face, this one broader but no less bloodless, the slitted eyes aglow with longing.

			Dez reached down, slid out the Ruger, and aimed at the face. The vampire just had time to swing up a hand before Dez squeezed the trigger and half the hand disappeared, two fingers vaporized, bright crimson fountaining from the ragged stumps. The shriek was unearthly, a tornado siren, but rather than retreating into the darkness, the creature tightened its grip on Dez’s ankle and the face darted forward, the orange eyes blazing with a hellish incandescence, the savage teeth bared in rage. Dez fired again, the slug splintering the vampire’s teeth, moon-colored shards clittering against the door and the heap of trash that had held it shut. Dez felt the fingers relinquish their grip, and he jerked his foot away. With Iris’s help he gained his feet, and they were shambling through the alley, and behind them they heard screaming, howling, pain only part of the story, the essence of the sound a gut-roiling outrage, and though he was focused on the mouth of the alley straight ahead, he thought he detected movement in the windows above him.

			“Are you hurt?” Iris asked, her voice tight.

			“Don’t think so,” he answered, though his ankle smarted like hell. He hoped the vampire had merely bruised him rather than fracturing the bones there.

			Or bitten him.

			Dez brushed that away. They raced toward the alley’s terminus. As they moved Dez imagined a phalanx of vampires appearing ahead and hemming them in. A horrid thought occurred to him. Gasping, he patted his backpack, sure he’d forgotten to zip it up, the precious antibiotics having tumbled out in their escape.

			“What?” Iris asked over her shoulder.

			The zipper was closed. “Nothing,” he said.

			They neared the end of the alley, entering uncharted territory. He had an approximate idea of where they were – Main Street ran parallel to the alley, so they’d soon be passing behind Buck Creek Pizza and The Rock Shop – but there was no guarantee they could slip through the next area unscathed. Should they swerve left and make their escape down Main Street, or should they blow through the approaching side street and proceed down the alley? At the moment this seemed the safest course of action, and he thought Iris was heading that way when she skidded to a halt, her chest heaving.

			“Look down there,” she said. “At the end of the alley.”

			He screwed up his eyes, but the shadows of the buildings made it difficult to see.

			Then he did. A black car dammed the far end of the alley. It wasn’t confirmation of a trap, but it was ominous. He threw a glance over his shoulder, heart whamming, sure the vampires from the pharmacy had stolen up behind them.

			The alley was empty. For now.

			“Main Street,” Iris said.

			They set off. Dez’s legs seemed leaden, his lungs compressed. He soldiered forward, with an effort running apace with Iris, but he was mad to get the hell out of this accursed town. Its tidiness, its quiescence had never seemed so eerie. They reached Main Street, keeping to the center of the road, Iris evidently deciding that there was no point in sneaking now, not after they’d fired their guns. They veered into the center of Main Street, and now, with the storefronts facing them, three stories of windows on both sides of the road, Dez found new stamina. He rushed on, setting the pace. They’d nearly attained the business district when he noticed Iris looking back and slowing to a jog. Dez turned too and when he glimpsed the store windows on both sides of the road his belly contracted to a painful knot.

			“Keep moving,” Iris murmured.

			He nodded. “Uh-huh.”

			They sprinted past the edge of the business district and didn’t slow down when they reached the first houses. They didn’t slow down as they scooted their bikes out of the woods and feverishly pumped the pedals past the grain elevator, past the crooked lane on the edge of town, past the town altogether. But even when they were out of Buck Creek and shrouded by forests, the sight of the vampires peering at them from the Main Street windows – all the windows – haunted him. Cowled faces, lips writhing, bodies aquiver with fury over the incursion. Dez didn’t believe he’d forget the staring vampires anytime soon.

			And he hoped to God they wouldn’t come in the night for their revenge.
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