

[image: image]






Thank you for purchasing this Atria Paperback eBook.


Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Atria Paperback and Simon & Schuster.


[image: sign up button]


or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: image]




To Nicki Barnes and Jason Kai Due-Barnes




“Well, if there’s that many, they’ll probably get us wherever we are.”


—Night of the Living Dead





Before: First Warning






ONE



August 12


3:23 p.m.


I-5 Freeway, Southern Washington State


—ongoing concerns over scattered reports of violent, perhaps drug-induced behavior in the Seattle area,” the newscaster’s voice boomed from the BMW’s Sony speakers, filling the car as trees and farmland zipped past on either side. “While yesterday’s bizarre rampages at a boarding school in New Brunswick, New Jersey, and a diet clinic in West Palm Beach, Florida, did involve some individuals who have received the Amsterdam flu inoculation, the CDC says there is no relationship, as the vaccine has been thoroughly tested. But as a cautionary measure, further vaccinations have been halted until the nature of this—”


“Do you hear that?” Kendra Brookings asked. “Flu shot’s making people crazy.”


“Kendra, don’t exaggerate,” her mother said, weary of the argument. Cassandra Brookings had the cheekbones and carriage that said “runway” even if she’d opted for owlish glasses and a family therapist’s credentials. “These are just rumors. There are always rumors about the unknown. Millions of people have taken the flu shot, and there have been reports of, what? A handful of cases that probably aren’t connected at all? These people were probably deeply disturbed from the beginning. Do you have a mental disorder we don’t know about?”


Parents are a mental disorder—does that count? Kendra thought. Grandpa Joe, her mother’s father, had always said Mom had a naive streak a mile long. Kendra figured her mom had moved to Washington State to be closer to her father’s cabin up near Centralia, but Mom would never admit it. Stubbornness ran in the family, and forcing Kendra to get a flu shot on her sixteenth birthday was a perfect example.


“I know you’re nervous, sweet pea.” Devon Brookings was a big man in his mid-forties, a college athlete who now enjoyed couches more than wind sprints. He and Cassandra ran a family therapy/life coach business that did very well, thank you, but he was totally chair-bound: his waistline was still solid, but expanding nicely.


Dad switched radio stations, trying to cheer her up. A staccato hip-hop rhythm boomed through the speakers. “Don’t be. Doc Thorpe has overseen thousands of vaccinations, and never had a problem. Not once. A few folks faint when they see the needle, but…” He winked into the rearview mirror. Smiling. This was Dad’s idea of a joke.


“You’re not funny,” Kendra said.


“Don’t look so sour. It’s not a big deal. We’re lucky to get this shot. I didn’t want to scare you, but there’s a study…”


“Yeah, yeah, I heard about that,” Kendra said. “In school, Mr. Kaplan had told us that 125,000 people might have died from the new flu in Asia and Europe. But it’s not happening here. Pizza, burgers, and fries might be saving our butts.” Kendra herself looked too much like a typical Disney Channel Sassy Black Teenager for her own comfort: short, cute, chipmunk cheeks, perfect teeth, and eyes as bright as stars.


“I think Burger King is responsible for those rumors,” Mom said. “I wouldn’t trust Mayor McCheese if I were you.”


“That’s McDonald’s,” Kendra said. Her mother was practically a vegan, and Dad’s cooking skills topped out at pan-fried SPAM, so mealtime was an adventure.


Kendra gave up on her pleas, settling for the view as the car crossed the Interstate Bridge into Portland over the Columbia River. Portland wasn’t L.A. even in its dreams, but it was cute, like a huge small town. Dad switched off the radio so they could hear the quiet. One thing the Pacific Northwest had over L.A. was raw beauty. All Kendra remembered of grasslands and mountains in L.A. was shades of thirsty brown.


“It still rains too much,” Kendra said to her window.


“Got that right,” Dad said. “The state flower is mildew.”


“But it makes everything look so alive,” Mom said. “Remember spring?”


The last thing we talked about on the way to Portland was how pretty it is in springtime, Kendra would write in her journal later. Spring was just another season in the world’s long list of wonders I was foolish enough to take for granted.


IF YOU HAVE FLU SYMPTOMS, PLEASE PROTECT OTHER PATIENTS BY WEARING A MASK. The sign was waiting inside the hospital’s electric double doors, beside a cardboard dispenser half full of blue paper face masks. Mom quickly whipped out three masks like they were tissues and passed them around.


“But we’re not sick,” Kendra said.


“That’s right,” Mom said. “Let’s keep it that way.”


“Haven’t you heard that hospitals are the perfect place to get sick?” Dad said. As if Portland General had been her idea. “If you ever hear the word ‘iatrogenic,’ you know you’ve been screwed.” Kendra hadn’t been to an emergency room since she was four, and she didn’t watch hospital shows, so she had no real knowledge as to how crowded and depressing ERs could be. It was a den of the unfortunate, people who were coughing, dazed, or bleeding. There were at least twenty people waiting, enough to fill all but four molded plastic seats.


While Dad checked them in at the front desk, Mom and Kendra found two chairs together in a corner of the waiting room, leaving Dad to fend for himself. To Kendra’s right, an old man was nodding to sleep, a glistening snail trail dribbling from one corner of his mouth; on her left, a five-year-old boy with a homemade bandage around his head whined softly to his mother. As soon as Kendra sat down, the kid coughed up a mouthful of vomit. Some of the buttermilky glop splattered the tip of Kendra’s sneaker. She stared at the orangish flecks, horrified.


“Are you kidding me?” Kendra whispered to her mom after the kid’s mother apologized, rushing her son off to the bathroom.


“Adjust,” Mom said. “Sometimes little kids have tummy trouble.”


Yeah, big kids too, Kendra thought, her throat pinching tight. Except for the dozing old man, everyone nearby stood up to move away from the stench, giving up their seats. Despite the smell, by the time the cleaning crew arrived, newcomers had swarmed the empty seats. Kendra swore she would never visit a hospital again.


When Dad joined them, he motioned them in close for a huddle, checking to make sure no one was listening. “Twenty minutes max—maybe thirty. Then we’re in.” He sounded like they were planning a bank heist. Kendra felt sorry for the patients who really needed doctors.


Kendra hadn’t noticed the mounted television set playing overhead until someone turned up the volume, and suddenly all eyes were on the screen. Los Angeles—LIVE, it said. On TV, a street full of shoppers and Armani-clad executive types were screaming and running.


There was some kind of commotion on a street lined with palm trees and Mercedes SUVs. People fleeing. A car was on fire in the middle of a street lined with boutique windows. Kendra’s heart slammed her chest. She knew that street!


“Oh my goodness!” Mom said, alarmed. “That’s Rodeo Drive, Dev. Around the corner from your first office!”


On TV, a man swung a full-size naked mannequin like a baseball bat, slamming it into the face of a silver-haired lady clad only in a nightgown, who’d been running barefoot on his heels. The old lady flew backward like a roller skater hitting a clothesline, her legs splayed in a Y. The entire ER gasped in unison.


“We got out just in time!” Dad said. “See? Rat City. When urban areas get overcrowded—”


“That ain’t it!” A voice spoke up. The old man, at last, was awake. He smeared drool from his chin and pushed himself to his feet, leaning on the chair. “My brother’s down in a little flea of a town outside El Dorado, Arkansas. Said the same thing happened there yesterday—a nurse went batshit, biting people. Next day, folks who got bit lost their minds, trying to bite too. Says they locked ’em all up in the jail and kept it quiet. But you don’t think the government knows?”


If not for what was on TV, the old man would have sounded like a nut job.


On TV, Kendra watched a woman in a nightshirt sink her teeth into the bare forearm of a beefy jogger as he sprinted past her. She held on, teeth clenched tight, even as he yelled and tried to fling her away. The woman hung on like a pit bull, her bright red hair flying back and forth as the jogger struggled to shake her off.


Then it looked like the video camera fell over—or the man carrying it did. With one voice, the ER gasped again. All those who could rose to their feet. The TV screen went black, then returned to the newsroom. The blond Anchor Barbie looked shaken, her lips working without producing words.


“I need to call Willie,” Dad said, reaching for his cell phone. Uncle Willie was Bill Brookings, Dad’s younger brother, a television producer who lived in Bel Air, minutes from Beverly Hills. He and Aunt Janine had two kids, including Kendra’s favorite cousin, Jovana. Kendra saw her father’s hand trembling—something she’d never seen before—and felt her first shiver of terror.


Mom was shaking her head. “Mass hysteria? Look at them, Dev. What kind of delusion is this?”


The next scream wasn’t from the TV. A piercing sound, midway between human and some kind of jungle cat, came from beyond the waiting room, beyond the nurses’ station—past the double doors marked EMERGENCY PERSONNEL ONLY. Someone on the other side of the doors was in a lot of pain. Dying, perhaps. A slow, hard death.


“The damned circuits are busy,” Dad said, the only voice in the room. He was so preoccupied that he probably thought the scream was on TV.


All eyes turned from the TV to the double doors at the emergency room entrance. The three nurses at the station put away their charts and phones, staring with the rest of them. What are we waiting for? Kendra wondered, holding tightly to her mother’s arm. When the main lobby doors slid open, the rest of them found a reason to scream.





TWO



Considering the commotion behind the nurses’ desk, Kendra might have ignored the gentle mechanical whooshing of the lobby doors on the opposite end as they opened and closed, opened and closed. But Kendra couldn’t ignore the sturdy, sixtyish woman standing in the doors’ path as they swatted her on the back and then opened again. Open, closed. Open, closed. The woman stood in a wide stance as if she didn’t feel the doors trying to push her inside, her wispy, snow-colored hair splayed across her face as she stared at everyone staring at her. She swayed right to left in an odd counterrhythm that looked like a dance with the doors.


She was barefoot, dressed in blue silk polka-dotted pajama bottoms and a too-big lumberjack shirt that was halfway unbuttoned. Since she wasn’t wearing a bra, the open V across her chest showed far too much of her sagging, freckled bosom.


The woman’s eyes were mostly hidden beneath swaths of her hair, but a glimpse was enough to turn Kendra’s skin to gooseflesh: The woman’s eyes were red-black, a color that wasn’t human. Her lips parted to display blood-slimed teeth. Someone was yelling outside, and Kendra made out a guy in a business suit crawling across the driveway’s asphalt. The portrait of the woman in the doorway and the yuppie on the ground collided in a way that slowed everything down to syrupy slow motion.


When Kendra blinked, the woman was lurching inside.


One man in the waiting room, himself as big as a lumberjack, jumped to his feet as if she looked like she needed rescuing. “Ma’am?” he said. “Are you all right?” He reached for her elbow, ready to guide her to rest and safety.


The room seemed to vanish, shrouded somewhere in the memory of the woman’s teeth, the businessman crawling outside, and the still unidentified screams from inside the ER. When Kendra’s eyes focused again, the Amazon’s teeth were clamped into the meat of her rescuer’s hand. He howled, trying to shake her off. But the Amazon wouldn’t let go, even after he lost his chivalry and pushed against her with all his might, a hard thud sounding as they both fell against the wall beside the doors.


A yard to the right and they might have broken through the glass door, but Kendra didn’t think the woman’s teeth would have budged even if they had.


“Get this bitch off me!” The man’s eyes rolled back as he screamed.


Several people ran toward them at once. The Amazon let go of the first man to bite the ear of the old man with the brother in Arkansas. Kendra closed her eyes when she saw more blood in the tangle of arms and legs. Closing her eyes didn’t keep her from drowning in a soup of red and black. Was this what fainting felt like?


“Kendra, come on!” Devon Brookings barked, and she realized her parents were dragging her toward the door while she pulled against them with all her strength. That woman was near the door!


Kendra wasn’t thinking—her brain had shut down, body reduced to primal drives—but one glance over her shoulder in search of another way out gave her instincts a jolt. The doors to the ER burst open, emitting a frenzied stampede of doctors and nurses. Their faces told a story Kendra didn’t want to hear.


Her limbs were jelly. Her parents had to keep her upright.


“This way!” Dad said. “Hurry!”


They had just reached the doors, squeezing past the wriggling mound of confusion, when her father yelled out an epithet she had never heard from his lips or even realized he could fathom. His leg had been caught as he tried to scramble past. When he shook himself free, he was limping. “She bit me!” he said, outraged at the idea.


“Dev?” Mom said, distraught. Kendra barely heard her over the noise.


“I’m fine, I’m fine!” Dad said, urging them on, because they didn’t know yet how far from fine they all were; fine was a distant planet away. “It’s just my ankle.”


Ankle-biters. The term floated nonsensically into Kendra’s mind, a memento from a bygone world, as her parents helped her escape into the day’s last light.





THREE



Seattle, Washington


Exit 165 off the I-5 was Seneca Street, and a left turn at Pike headed them toward the biggest open-air market Terry Whittaker had ever seen, a warren of little stores, restaurants, venders, and bakeries abutting Puget Sound. He loved the smells and sights, and was reminded that one of his favorite bakeries was just a few dozen feet away. There, hidden among the cakes and crullers, were the largest, fluffiest buttermilk bars he had ever tasted. His mouth watered at the very thought, and he knew that one way or another, he was bringing a bag of the soft, sugar-frosted delicacies back to Skokomish with him.


That would please the other members of the Round Meadows Five, the kids who, like Terry, had had a choice of either Washington’s juvenile justice system or a summer herding brats at summer camp. Lockup was a bitch, so it was weenie roasts and sack races for the duration.


Their boss, Vern Stoffer, parked in a little merchant’s lot next to a restaurant advertising fresh lobster tamales, and the big black kid called Piranha was the first out. Guy moved fast. Hard to believe he was brainy enough to be a hacker and the short con master of Plaza Park. He was such a jock that it was easy to underestimate him.


It was 3:13 in the afternoon. Only twelve minutes remained before this very normal day became something quite unnormal indeed. Vern was a bulbous sunburned guy who resembled a chubby version of his hero, Bill O’Reilly. Vern walked them up a narrow stairway to an office above one of the larger fish markets. The door said Sal Overton, Manager. Vern opened the door without knocking, admitting them into a small, cluttered office. On the walls were calendars depicting brave sailors risking the Alaska glacier fields to bring back fish sticks, or something.


“Vern,” the tubby guy in the swivel chair said. Terry could believe they were cousins, from the same logging family before, as Vern put it, “the Obama recession” had sent logging into the crapper. “You need to call Mom.”


“Phones out at the camp aren’t right. Been busy.”


“Too busy to call your aunt? You know she’s going in for her biopsy, and she’s scared spitless. You was always her favorite, you know. Step up, Vernie.”


Vern shook his head. “I’ll be there, Sally.”


“Sally” opened his top desk drawer, and pulled out a manifest. “Anyway, like I said, we’ve got a great deal for the camp. We can give you a price on the salmon because the Jesuits over at Seattle University decided to play footsie with Parker’s market instead of mine. Damn mackerel snappers.”


Sally looked at Terry cannily. “You ain’t Catholic, are ya?” Terry shook his head. And noticed that he didn’t bother asking Piranha. “Good. Not that I got nothin’ against Catholics, y’understand. Just they tend to stick to their own. Stick together like a buncha used Kleenex. Anyway,” he said, grinning at what he seemed to consider great good humor, “we got twenty crates, Alaskan crab and salmon, can let you have ’em for fifty a pop.”


Vern tilted his head and shook a Camel out of its wrinkled pack. He didn’t smoke in front of Molly, his wife and the camp nurse. Not that she didn’t know he smoked. It was just a little game they played. “Forty.”


“Forty-five.”


“Deal. Net sixty?”


“Works for me. See you brought some strong backs to help out.” Now he looked at Piranha, who was busy cleaning his fingernails with a toothpick, studying the results as if they were far more important than anything Sally might have on his mind.


“Anyway… let’s get to it.” He leveraged himself up from the desk and headed with them back down the stairs. The market was bustling, and would be for another three hours until the shops closed for the day, and only the restaurants would stay open. Terry was wondering when he’d have time to grab that doughnut. Those doughnuts, actually. If he didn’t bring back a half dozen, he’d catch holy hell from the Twins.


In glass display cases, rows of dead fish gaped into the great beyond, glassy eyes staring at the customers. There was an odd sense of surprise in that expression. As if to say: A net? It was a net? How did that happen?


The room beyond the display cases was an ice cave, a kind of dry cold that felt exactly like walking into a refrigerator, which it was. “The red stack,” Sally said, pointing out a flat loaded to the ceiling with red boxes.


“I’m going back up. Get us some coffee for the drive back,” Vern said. Then the cousins went back upstairs and left them in the cold. Piranha took the first dolly, and pushed it out through the double doors and down the sidewalk.


Terry took the second, a stack of six boxes packed with ice and fish, and levered back on the handle. Had to weigh two hundred pounds, but he managed to find the balance point, and was strong enough to steer.


He and Piranha stacked the fish into the van, came back, made another run while Vern loafed about in Sally’s office and smoked Camels.


On their fourth run, Terry guessed that they were almost done. He was just thinking about those buttermilk bars again, savoring the first spongy bite, when he heard the first scream.


It was high, wavering. Disbelieving. A woman’s voice. Pain.


Terry and Piranha looked at each other. Piranha acted like he didn’t give a damn about anything, but Terry knew different. He’d watched the way the big guy had picked up the little girl who broke her toe in the Friday-night talent show a month back. Carried her as gently as a glass doll. He acted hard, but Terry suspected it was just that—an act.


A woman was running along Pike Street, one hand clasped to the side of her neck, or perhaps at the juncture of neck and shoulder, as if trying to hold something in place. She was a thin woman, a “whisper,” as Terry’s dad used to say, wearing a T-shirt that said HODAD’S OPEN 24 HOURS!


That shirt, gold letters against black, was stained red. And red leaked between the fingers pressed to her neck. Piranha had taken a few steps in her direction when there was another scream, and then another, and people were running in all directions.


“Holy—” Terry didn’t get the rest of the thought out, because something was coming down Pike Street, and it was, as Terry’s father had often said, bigger than a butterfly and hotter than hell.


The guy was the size of a pro fullback but dressed like a cop. Terry had never actually seen a pro fullback, except on TV, but his chest and back swelled out of his torn blue uniform. The face above the muscular chest was distorted with rage, or pain, or… something.


His eyes were crimson. And by that, Terry didn’t mean like his old man after a night down at the Lancelot. No, it was as if those eyes were bleeding. The big cop was grabbing people as they ran, pulling them close—


And then taking a bite. Just one bite. Arm, face—people were stunned, fleeing in all directions. Terry saw Vern rumble down the stairs carrying a big silver thermos—curious, not alarmed, just wondering what all the fuss was about—and turn the corner, coming face-to-face with the big man with the bloody eyes.


Vern’s back was to him, but he imagined that his black eyes must have gone wide.


“Mr. Stoffer!” Piranha screamed, running now, and damn, he was fast, flying, even though he really didn’t care much for Stoffer, and not at all for his redneck cousin. But it didn’t matter. Before the big kid was even halfway there, the cop had his hands on Stoffer’s arm, and yanked him around. Now he could see Stoffer’s face, and the expression was such pure shock, such what-the-hell that it was almost comical. The cop stared at him, red eyes to black eyes, and then those bloody teeth snapped forward, tearing at the upper arm.


Stoffer screeched and tried to yank his arm away, and his cousin Sally jumped with astonishing agility, hitting the big guy from the side. The cop staggered, but didn’t go down. Then Piranha was there, and he saw the grappling and tussling and the blood and seemed uninterested in joining the mob. Instead, he picked up a mop someone had been using to wipe up a spreading stain of melting ice, and smashed it across the big man’s neck.


Then Terry was there, and managed to get ahold of one of the muscular arms. Damn he was strong! Sucker had three guys on him, but the cop was still almost upright, as if he was on crack or meth. For a moment his leg buckled, and it seemed as if he was going down, then he turned his face to Terry, and at this range he could clearly see the thread of little red veins… more like little vines, really… all over the whites of his eyes.


Then the man convulsed, throwing them off, and got up. He seemed to be distracted, disoriented, as if uncertain where… or even who… he was.


The cop staggered out into the middle of Pike Street just as a car speeding the other way, slewing to avoid one of the fleeing pedestrians, slammed into him, sending him cartwheeling into that Great Doughnut Shop in the sky.


“Jesus. Jesus…” Vern moaned, holding his arm, and looking up at them through the shock. And then, just as if the third time was the charm, he added another fervent “Jesus.”


Cousin Sally was blubbering, his hands covered with blood. “What the hell—get him out of here!” People were still running in all directions. There was another disturbance about fifty feet away, more people screaming, and Terry didn’t need another invitation. They got Vern to the van, buckled in, and took off as sirens began to howl from the other direction.


Terry drove fast. Without the tie-downs, the flats of frozen fish in the back of the van bounced and swayed in response to the road. Vern sat in the back, holding his arm, as Piranha did a pretty decent job of sponging out the semicircle of nasty bite dimples. It was bleeding, but not rapidly. No arteries, then. “Damn it! Damn it,” Vern murmured, laying his head back against the seat. “I want to get back, clean this up, hit the sack. Then first thing, Molly’s a nurse. She can take care of me.” He closed his eyes. “I’m sleepy. Tired.” He closed his eyes.


Piranha nudged him with his elbow. “You stay awake until Molly says it’s all right for you to sleep. Deal?”


“Tomorrow. We got to get the fish back,” Vern moaned. “Damn.”


Piranha and Terry exchanged a dubious glance. “I don’t know, but maybe you’ve got a little concussion or something,” Piranha said. “Have some coffee,” and offered him a drink from the thermos.


“I’m scared,” Vern said quietly. “Something’s wrong. I feel it.”


Vern drank coffee the whole way back, and Piranha kept him talking. They were listening to the radio, and the usual rants against socialist liberals were being interrupted by news broadcasts suggesting that while Pike Street had been terrible, there were at least ten other incidents across the city and south to SeaTac, involving at least twenty bug-nuts biters. It was suggested that anyone bitten should seek medical attention.


Well, Terry supposed first thing in the morning would be good enough. And Vern said to see a doctor within the next couple of days, maybe get a tetanus shot. And after all, Molly was a nurse. All in all, heading back to Meadows sounded like a fine idea to Terry.


He cursed to himself.


Dammit! He’d forgotten the doughnuts.





FOUR



7:35 p.m. Longview, Washington


I have to write this down because Mr. Kaplan says writers should capture the moments in our lives, good and bad, and this is a day in history like 9/11, but worse, because it happened right in front of me.


I’m writing this in my room. The door downstairs is locked but there is shooting outside. I smell smoke from houses only a few streets away. My hand is shaking so much I can barely write this, but I’m afraid NOT to write this because somebody has to. People are going crazy. At first we thought it was just in L.A., and then just in Portland, but on the news they’re saying it’s happening all over the country and nobody knows why.


I had to stop and take a nap. They’re saying not to let bit people go to sleep, but I wasn’t bit. Hope it’s all right if I just curl up and let the world go away for a while. When I’m awake, I only cry or stare at the ceiling. No appetite, and Mom thinks if I keep writing I might not be so scared and depressed like the people on the radio talking about Portland General. Or maybe I should say Portland in general. The country in general.


I’ll write about what happened at the hospital one day, but my hand starts shaking every time I think about it, so I’ll start with how we got the hell away from there.


Mom had to drive because Dad hurt his ankle. The bite’s just a scratch, a nothing nick through his sock, but he said his foot felt like it was getting numb and he was sleepy, just like they’re saying on the radio. “You need a hospital, Dev,” Mom said. We just gave her a look, and almost laughed. Almost. We could only go home.


On the road, people were driving like they were drunk, and the radio was babbling about how crankheads were biting people. Maybe twenty cases across Portland, and hundreds of cases across the country. I heard the word “terrorist” fifty times in thirty minutes. Somebody else said something about the flu shot. (Thank you, God, for saving me from that shot. I’m not a psychic, but I knew I shouldn’t get it.) The radio was all dueling doctors, this expert talking over that expert, and nobody sure of anything. Some guy with a southern accent said that it wasn’t the flu shot, blaming that yahanna mushroom diet. Bottles of the stuff had been found in the houses of lots of the biters. Yahanna was that mushroom that kills your appetite. Chubbies love it. Cheaper than tummy staples, and safe as baby aspirin. Yeah, right.


Mom’s all over the theories, already appointing herself an expert: “What if it’s both? What if this is only happening to people who take both?”


The I-5 was belly-to-butt all the way back up to Longview. I saw two people wrestling around on the side of the road. At least… I think they were just fighting. I hope.


We got home and locked the door. And the windows. Mom dressed Daddy’s ankle and talked about taking him to the clinic, but after what happened in Portland, I think they’re afraid to leave the house. I didn’t get bitten, but I’m tired just like Dad. All I want to do is sleep. Writing this down has helped. Some. Not enough. But some.


I smell smoke outside. Someone is screaming and the air is filled with sirens. Please, God. Help me. Someone help us. I’m so scared.


Daddy says it’s time to go to the basement. He says no matter what Mom thinks, he has to go to sleep.





FIVE



8:10 p.m.


Camp Round Meadows Summer Camp


Olympic Forest Area, Washington


It was dark by the time Terry Whittaker glimpsed the rectangular blue sign marked ROUND MEADOWS. He’d nearly driven off the dirt road a dozen times. He hadn’t thought about how handy streetlamps were until he realized there weren’t any, not a single one, in the woods. He had cramps in his ankle and fingers from his steady pressure on the accelerator and his death grip on the steering wheel.


Jolly Molly Stoffer met them at the turnaround, her plump face bright with alarm. “Are you all right, babykins?” she said to her husband, Vern, pulling open the back door.


“… just… really tired.” His face sagged like a melting Mr. Potato Head.


Really tired. Total understatement. For the last hour Piranha had fought to keep Vern’s eyes open. He might have even slapped Vern once.


“Wish you coulda seen a doctor. You were right near the best hospitals!” Molly scolded him, but Terry wasn’t sure Vern heard her, the way his head rocked.


“No way we wanted to stay in Seattle,” Piranha said. His real name was Charlie Cawthone, and his skill at coin matching and three-card monte had brought him to the attention of the Seattle juvenile justice system. Hacking his stepdad’s office computer had been the frosting on the cookie. Like the rest of the Round Meadows Five, he’d been sentenced to a summer of chopping nettles and herding brats. That was bad enough, but this afternoon’s chaos at Pike Place Market was just the pickle on the turd sandwich Terry currently called his life.


Molly sighed, tugging at Vern’s eyelids to try to see his eyes. “Yeah, there was a ruckus down at the hospital in Portland, so maybe it’s for the best. Let’s get you under the light,” she said. “Take a look at that head. You hit it?”


Vern yawned, a cavern. “No. Just that goddamn bite. Itches like hell.”


Molly half-gasped, more shocked by his language than his condition. “Well, let’s take care of you and get you to sleep. God had nothing to do with that bite.”


That’s for sure, Terry thought, remembering the crazed cop who had attacked Vern at the marketplace during their run to pick up fish from Vern’s cousin. At least the guy had been dressed like a cop when he started chomping everyone around him. Damn.


Vern moved so unsteadily that Piranha and Terry each took an arm to lead him out of the van, but his eyes were only on Molly. “I’m sleepy, but…” Vern swallowed. “Not just that. I closed my eyes, and got scared. Really, really scared, Molly. Like…” He ran out of words for it.


“You poor old bear,” she said.


“Need help getting him inside?” Terry said. He hoped she’d say no. Terry wanted to be far away from Vern and his troubles. He wanted to start telling the story, embellishing with enough jokes to siphon some of the acid out of his veins. McGruff the crime dog says Seattle’s found a new way to take a bite out of crime!


“No, you boys have done enough,” Molly said. “Thanks, but it’s all right. If I need anything, I’ll let you know.”


She put an arm around Vern’s wide waist and led him up the half-dozen wooden steps to the weathered wood-frame main house, which they called the Palace. Their dog, Hipshot, a friendly and territorial black retriever mix, approached Vern with a feverishly wagging tail. At first. But instead of doing his happy dance and pawing Vern’s thigh, Hippy whined and backed away, his tail curled between his legs.


Weird. So weird, in fact, that Terry and Piranha exchanged a look. That dog worshipped Vern. Would drink his piss out of a Dixie cup. What did Hipshot know that the rest of them didn’t?


If only they’d had a clue.


    The staff lounge was drab wood-plank walls except for its picture windows; the walls were decorated with huge mounted fish someone had caught, or bought, over the years. The Red Hot Chili Peppers were piping from the old CD player; not Terry’s favorite group, but he’d take any music over the news. The room smelled like mildewed carpet and simmering soup. Home sweet home.


Terry never thought he’d get sick of pine trees, fresh air, and sunshine, but sometimes prison only looked like paradise. Round Meadows—or as Terry liked to call it, Alcatraz North—was a tiny chunk of the six-hundred-thousand-acre Olympic wilderness area, flat land between two jagged hemlock-and-red-cedar-covered ridges near Mount Washington. It was federal land, leased to the state and rented to church and youth groups for summer camp. Nursemaiding brats at summer camp was the last way Terry wanted to spend the summer before senior year in high school. And if he hadn’t used the nail gun on stepdad Marty, he wouldn’t be in this jam—that and a couple of other incidents where he had given people who desperately needed a black eye or busted lip their heart’s secret desire. It wasn’t his fault: his fist was merely the instrument of their deliverance.


Terry had almost chosen juvie over summer camp duty, but his sister had begged him not to punish himself for what Marty had done to her. Lisa had been through enough. Between his sister’s pleas and the promise of fresh air, he’d signed up. In the old days, guys went to war to avoid jail. Terry figured this wasn’t much better.


The Indian Twins, Dean Kitsap and Darius Phillips, were back from whatever gentler errands they’d been assigned, sitting with their feet up on the ends of the sagging couch, as they always did. They weren’t really twins, or brothers at all; actually, they were distant cousins. And Dean didn’t even have to be in Round Meadows—he just hung around to amuse himself. Both Darius and Dean were Suquamish Indians, but Darius’s mother had left Bainbridge Island as a teenager and married a Red Lobster crew chief over in Seattle.


One day, car-thieving Darius had gone to the trading post in Sequim to buy supplies and ran into his doppelgänger. The way they looked, everyone assumed they were brothers, so they let campers and parents believe it. Dean had hung around so much, and had such a wide cross-section of useful skills, that Vern had hired him for the summer. Their olive skin and long black hair reinforced the image they liked to project: Plains warriors trapped in the wrong century. They both loved cherry-red motorcycles: Dean’s was a Honda Interceptor, Darius’s a Kawasaki Ninja 250R, and the brrrr of the engines could be heard around the camp at the oddest places and hours. Brothers from other mothers.


Sonia Petansu was also lounging, doing a Sudoku puzzle at the wobbly pinewood table. She was the only female in their group, tallish with a sinewy body, straight black hair with a streak of white, and a fondness for shoplifting. She’d taken her cooking rotation last night, and despite her abundance of attitude, actually served a mean marinara. Tonight, Darius was making some kind of stew.


Hipshot’s nails clicked on the faded linoleum as he trailed Terry into the kitchen. Terry realized he was hungry, but when he lifted the pot’s lid, he clamped it down again fast. Ugh.


Piranha sank into his usual silence, grabbing a soda out of the fridge, so Terry was alone with the story and didn’t feel like making jokes. “We need help putting the fish away,” Terry said instead.


The freezer was an industrial-size Master-Bilt, deep enough to hide Darius’s Ninja. That had been fun. After ten minutes of stacking and packing in the freezer while Hipshot shadowed them, Terry finally said, “Hope Vern’s gonna be okay.”


“What happened to Vern?” Sonia said, only halfway interested. That was her shtick, really. Chronic disinterest. She actually had a black sweatshirt with BLASÉ emblazoned in white letters.


So he told them. All work ceased. Even Sonia seemed impressed.


“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” they kept saying. “You have got to be kidding me!”


“You saw a cop get nailed by a driver on Pike Street?” Darius said. He sounded far more impressed than horrified. “A real cop?”


“Yeah, after the dude chomped Vern’s arm,” Terry said, because Darius seemed to have missed the point. “It’s all over the news. Not just in Seattle. Portland too. Something’s up.”


After the fish were stacked and their gloves were put away, they all trudged to the counselors’ bunkhouse. Technically, Sonia had a nearby cabin to herself, but she hung out with them as late as she could get away with it. Somehow Terry didn’t think Vern would be swinging by with his flashlight tonight to make sure, as he put it, nobody got any “foolish ideas.”


Darius was Evel Knievel on the asphalt, but a bust in the kitchen. He seemed to think that monosodium glutamate could magically transform him into Wolfgang Puck. Piranha took a tentative sip from the wooden spoon and then scowled. “Aw, hell, no.”


“Like you could do better,” Darius said.


“I do better on a regular basis,” Piranha said. “I do better asleep.”


“You know it,” Sonia said, and gave Piranha that sly, heavy-lidded look that made it obvious that they’d engineered a few hours of privacy. Terry wondered what Sonia would think of the calls to girls back home in SeaTac that Piranha had made on the ferry.


Terry didn’t bother tasting the stew. Instead, he warmed up enough leftover pasta for everyone and broke out the playing cards. They listened to music while Piranha dealt, and they bet pennies on cards that seemed cold for everyone. Nobody got a hand worth a damn, just hammers and deuces until just about yawning time, when Darius dealt Sonia a royal flush, and she won the entire pot, about enough to buy a gallon of gas.


Sonia brayed laughter and slapped her palm on the table. Sometimes Sonia seemed kind of flat-faced and skinny, but in victory she was oddly attractive. “Thanks for the change, boys. It’s been a slice,” she said, and sashayed across the room while all of them watched. Except Piranha.


Terry saw her glance back at Piranha. That look always came sooner or later, but Piranha’s eyes remained on the table, ignoring her message. That boy was beyond cool—he was cold. Too skinny or not, if Sonia had given Terry the are-you-coming-or-not look, Terry would have beaten her to the door.


Terry flicked on the ancient TV, bracing himself. Vern was too cheap to spring for satellite, so the best he could get was the local news on a fuzzy UHF station. Footage from the Pike Place Market, of course. The newscaster said two residents had died that afternoon, which was a surprise to Terry. He’d missed the details about who had died besides the rabid cop he’d seen hit by a car, hearing only “officials blaming the melee on an unknown form of methamphetamine Officer Norgren and others might have ingested.”


Officer Norgren. So, the dead cop had a name. A chart came up on the screen: Two dead, forty-six wounded in Seattle. Three dead, sixty-five wounded in Portland. “And reports continue to pour in from other major cities: in Los Angeles—”


Piranha snapped off the TV. Terry hadn’t seen the big guy sidle up beside him.


“Hey, man,” Terry said, and turned the ancient set back on, anger flaring. “My sister’s down there!” But by the time the channel was clear again, the newscaster had moved on to a list of instructions for anyone who had been bitten.


Piranha shrugged. “Got sick of it. L.A.’s a helluva big place, right?”


Terry turned up the volume, which gave the newscaster’s voice a sudden urgency: “… extreme drowsiness. If you were bitten during the attack, you should report to a hospital immediately for treatment. Bites from human beings carry more germs than dog bites, so seek out a public health facility or police station immediately.”
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