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	ONE

	Death stink got into the nose and clung there, sticky with visuals. Brock saw more than he needed to. He hadn’t seen any bodies, but was still ready to fall in line until Kelly yanked him from the chaos. “We stay, we’re dead,” she’d said. They took a side door by the docks and climbed aboard an aluminum unit with a small Mercury engine.

	 Fog rolled like cotton batting, thick and soft, but foreboding. The swish and splash toppled the wet floor over itself all around, reminding them of the precarious nature of the situation. Not wise or safe to push through the fog, especially at night, and yet they moved. Pushing right on through.

	Close calls, one trailed the last, and he’d nearly lost it better than a half-dozen times over swells seemingly coughed up out of nowhere. Even close to shore and under better elements, on a calm night, there was nothing safe about buzzing the surf in a boat so small.

	They’d been gone only minutes, but the men on the island would know quickly that heads were missing, and what came next if they caught them…shit, he didn’t want to think about that. Rules were stern and he’d signed more than two dozen agreements to shut up and follow protocol, no matter what, since he took the job on the island base. Breaching those agreements felt like Death knocking at the door. Forget getting fired, this was heavy governmental stuff.

	But Kelly knew more than he did. If she decided they needed to be gone in the middle of the night shift, during a lockdown, he wasn’t about to argue. The siren call continued its scream over the small engine’s rumble. The longer that sound sang, the more it confirmed that he’d made the right move in listening to her. She knew best. She always knew best. 

	“What killed them, do ya think?” he said, barely louder than the engine.

	“Worry about that later. Just steer us in,” Kelly said from where she sat at the front of the boat, watching for rocks.

	Back when he first started on Farley Island, he had fantasies about the place. Wildly mysterious, there was plenty of room to let his mind wander while he raked leaves, mowed grass, and hosed seagull shit from the docks and sidewalks. He liked to pretend he was a secret agent that none of the military people knew about, like he was there drinking in their behavior to bring the hammer down later. With the scientists and the students, he always felt like a janitor, just a stupid janitor. 

	But that was okay, because Kelly was a smart janitor.

	“Steer away from the lights.” Kelly pointed to her left. “Find shore where we can climb up to the road.”

	The island facility wasn’t far from the mainland. In normal conditions, it was easily close enough that a motorboat cut through the small waves. Going blindly near the rocks was what made it dangerous, add in avoiding the normal docking area, and they were asking to lose it and have to swim to shore. They’d lose whatever valuable minutes they’d gained then…more stuff not to think about. 

	“Err,” Brock groaned as rock scraped against the hull. 

	“It’s okay. Look. See?”

	Brock squinted and whistled gently through the small gap in his front teeth. The shore was suddenly right there like a friend with arms wide open. The siren had fallen way into the background, behind the irritated seagull squawks and the swishing waves. Another crunch rocked the boat, but in a good way—that same friend bumping an elbow to the ribs after a bad joke. The boat began a steady crunch and Brock killed the engine.

	“Come on.” Kelly had her right leg overboard, knee deep in the Pacific.

	Brock waited until she was steady and climbed out after her. Splashing sideways. No grace whatsoever, but he kept himself upright. The water was cool and immediately soaked high into his thighs—and everything below. He knelt to climb up the slickened rocky lip, boat’s tie down rope in hand.

	“Ain’t bringing it with us,” Kelly said and pulled the rope from Brock’s hand, tossed it into the boat. “Move now. Keep low.”

	Brock took a look back. It seemed wrong to leave the boat like that, to let something of value and use drift away. Possibly, if the conditions were calm, that it might drift all the way to Japan. 

	“Never mind it. You’ll never see it again. We need to move.”

	The weight came upon him like snowy drifts: life tomorrow would never be like life yesterday. This thought rooted him, terrified him.

	“Brock,” Kelly’s voice soft, but serious, “come on, babe. You have to trust me.”

	One last look at Farley Island and then they climbed on hands and knees up to the road. Once topside, they jogged the cracked asphalt, toward streetlights and houses.

	In the past, Farley Island was a gateway, a place where the mainlanders that didn’t get on well went to hideaway, living among nature. Things changed in 1982 when the University of British Columbia accepted the island as a leased gift from the government and formed a marine-life research facility. Projects came and went until the federal government stepped in as a player and purchased a portion of the island from the province and restructured the lease, unbeknownst to the university. By 1999, Farley Island was the part-time home to twenty-two researchers and six maintenance staff. In 2006, that number doubled as the military came in to take over the federal side of operations.

	Things got trickier then and the facility split into two parts. Clearance for one side didn’t mean clearance for the other. Mostly it was the maintenance workers who went back and forth. Things tightened further and contact between the sides became rare—no more borrowing a jug of saline or a petri dish of oceanic amoeba samples. Even in the cafeteria, the students steered away from the military personnel. 

	“What was it anyway?” Brock asked as they stepped up a sandy ditch next to a shadowy bungalow. They had to work to avoid the streetlights. “I mean back there, what was it?”

	Kelly sighed.

	Brock met Kelly on the job. She was a decade older. She was stern and he was pliable, and somehow, that was where their relationship began to click. He’d asked her about the thing behind the locked doors before and always she refused to tell him. Sometimes he questioned if she actually knew. Before, a big part of him thought she didn’t know and that this was a game she wanted to hold over him. 

	Not now. She knew something.

	They sprinted across the road through the streetlight shine and Kelly dropped down into the opposing ditch, Brock hot behind her. A truck rolled nearby. An older one by the sound of the groaning engine and holey exhaust. 

	Brock whispered while they waited for the truck to pass, “It’s not as if we can get our jobs back, just tell me.”

	“Just move, okay?”

	They ran hard then, making for the home they’d shared for the last three months. Years ago, before the military moved in, Kelly purchased the house for an utterly reasonable asking price. After the military came, property values in and around Fork’s Road ballooned. Brock’s rent was high enough that they saw no reason not to take their romance to the next logical step.

	The sirens were audible, but barely, and the mainland was quiet, meaning the locals hadn’t yet had something tip them off to the excitement. 

	“Why won’t you tell me?” Brock slowed.

	Kelly’s eyes seemed to pop and her lips tightened to pink slivers. “Goddammit, you’re either moving with me or you’re caught. Fucking simple. Now, come on.”

	—

	In the small breakroom, isolated and far away from the students, Dr. Margaret Sing stared at a shadowy half-moon face floating atop the coffee in her mug. Most days she wouldn’t drink coffee so late. Most days were a thing of the past. 

	A steel clock hung on the wall above the microwave. It ticked as it moved and typically, the metronomic rhythm soothed her. Work on the island was stressful, but also the most fascinating research she’d ever been part of. 

	She looked at the clock and wanted to throw her coffee mug. Instead, she rubbed her temples with the middle and index fingers of both hands.

	This new thing was so different. This new thing was a quiet mystery until it opened onto the world. This new thing, the box that had somehow floated despite its incredible weight and density, was scary. People had changed and those who appeared immune were found dead.

	“No going back now,” she whispered and sipped the lukewarm coffee. 

	Down the hall from the breakroom, there were shouts, men mostly. Now and then, the voices took a shrill quality as men strong-armed women into the quarantined area. These little army men had no clue. They had the muscles and the artillery, but not the information. They didn’t realize all were now part of the quarantine. The whole island was under quarantine.

	The whole island but for two escapees.

	She pulled her hands down her face and tried to imagine the implications of what might be to come. A million what ifs popped to mind, but the most glaring was the what if she hadn’t become a scientist?

	She was good enough to play pro hockey in the European leagues—good enough for the semi-professional North American leagues, which was as high as it went. Her parents prodded and pushed her. They’d convinced her to pop the dream bubble. 

	What about after hockey, hmm? Her parents wielded this one like a weapon and the blade finally sank in. Hockey wasn’t a long career and science was, long and responsible. Science didn’t care if your knees hurt or if your energy was lower than optimal. Science had a shelf life that hockey playing did not. 

	“What about now? How’s hockey looking now?” Margaret laughed at herself. She’d never put up much of an argument. “Of course you don’t really know where I am or what I’m up to.”

	A quick-moving, young man in green from head to calf jogged past the breakroom and Margaret called out to him, “Hey, hold up a second!”

	The man stopped and turned on a heel pivot as if in a parade march. “Oh, it’s you,” he said out of breath.

	Being one of the two heads of the research division on Farley Island made Dr. Margaret Sing a localized celebrity. Doctors got around as much as maintenance workers on the island, and everyone knew whom she was. Perhaps strangely, she got along best with the janitorial staff. The military personnel, almost entirely men, were standoffish and moved as if ready to pounce. The students were challenging and self-certain, self-important, always obsessed with whatever project they had. 

	The maintenance people talked about TV and books. They asked funny questions about dolphins and should they get this rash checked out?

	“Did you find Kelly Strong or, uh, Mr. Hoover?” she asked.

	“No, ma’am.” The young man leaned forward. Margaret saw that he might understand the severity of this situation, without understanding why the severity existed. “There’s a boat missing. One of the small outboard deals some of the guys use to go fishing. The sergeant major is flipping.”

	Margaret almost felt sorry for this man. This thing was a hell of a lot bigger than the sergeant major and his command over the mixed army/navel troop on Farley Island. A hell of a lot bigger than anything he’d ever imagine, short maybe of World War III. Maybe.

	“I guess we can hope that boat drifted, mistakenly unmoored. Is it just the two, for sure?”

	The man nodded. He looked anxious to resume his scurrying.

	Like a mouse on a sinking ship, the doctor thought and then said, “I trust there are parties searching for them?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	She exhaled, cheeks puffing. Hope existed that they’d catch up to the escapees and quarantine—or kill them, knowing how these things went—before they contaminated anyone. Of course, it was possible they weren’t carrying, that they were part of the so far inexplicably immune. 

	—

	“Here’s the plan: we go for luggage, fill a cooler with food, and get the hell out of here,” Kelly said in a breathy whisper. “We might have to keep a low profile for a while.”

	Brock nodded and began following once again.

	They clung to the shadows, dipping and dodging around carports, shrubs, and parked vehicles. The odd security light on a house lit, but they usually passed by the time the parking lot saw light. 

	Kelly lifted her hand and dropped to a crouch. Brock did the same—the crouch, not the hand. On the street, a small green jeep waited.

	“Shit, how’d they get here so fast?”

	“Weren’t on the island. Soldiers and navy live over here, remember?” Kelly tapped her chin.

	“Oh, shit. Right.” 

	“Shh, let me think,” Kelly said and absentmindedly pulled the elastic from her ponytail and let the hair fall. She then filled her palms with hair, twisted and reset the ponytail. “Okay, I know. Stay close.” She tugged the tips of her hair outward in opposite directions to tighten the hold.

	Kelly led the way to a vacant home across the street. A blue and red Re/Max sign dangled on a post for better than two months. The owner wanted twice what she’d paid a half-dozen years before the market hit its peak. Probably because she’d already moved to Richmond and needed the money.

	They were three doors down from home and under the shade of the empty carport. Kelly looked around for a rock or a hammer or…she scooped up a brick, peeled her shirt from her back, wrapped the hard hunk, and punched the multi-layered glass. She did it four times. It cracked until the solid white mass bulged inward. Kelly reeled back and struck harder, putting the brick through the small rectangular pane of glass very near the door handle. The glass showered quietly, and she reached for the deadbolt. The brick fell with a conk onto the cement. She then shook glass and brick dust out of her shirt.

	“What are you doing?” 

	“Shh.” She led him into the home while she pulled her shirt back over her shoulders. “Give me your lighter.”

	They’d stepped up into the kitchen and Brock stopped and straightened his back, lifted his chin. “I quit, remember?” 

	The only person who could not smell a smoker as soon as the smoker stepped into a room was the smoker. That smell was like a uniform. Everyone quietly registered it, like the away team’s colors, and acknowledged the smell or they didn’t. Kelly did her best to ignore his smoking. He’d cut back a great deal. She knew that and knew how difficult it was to quit an addiction. Still, the smell had come home with him a little bit more day by day since he’d announced that he’d given it up. 

	“Fine, just give me your lighter.” She held out her hand, standing over the electric Maytag stove. “Shit, nobody uses gas anymore.” 

	“I don’t smoke, you know. I just have one now and then,” Brock said as he fished into his sock.

	“Smoke all you want, babe. You’ll be lucky to finish what you’ve got left to your pack.”

	“Come on, it’s not like they’ll kill us…” he trailed in thought. “What was behind those doors? Come on, spill it.”

	Brock pulled a cigarette pack from his sock, as if he’d ever fooled anybody, and put a stick between his lips. Put the pack into his pants pocket. Kelly didn’t answer, again. He lit and handed over the lighter.

	“We need a big fire and fast,” Kelly said, looking around.

	A home empty but for a fridge, stove, and microwave. Kelly thought of Catwoman blowing a department store with aerosol from one of the ‘nineties Batman movies. Maybe that was an option.

	She offered the idea to Brock.

	Brock shook his head and gave a lesson on the many things he’d blown up in his youth. Aerosol cans gave a little pop, but they wouldn’t do much. Not how she wanted it. 

	“So, what then? We need a fire.”

	The home was older and a solution presented itself in the cheapness of construct. The interior design was slapdash and built to make money more than make a home that could last. Brock stepped into the living room and kicked a foot through the panelling, found better than he dared hope. Newspapers alongside the thin layer of insulation spilled like flammable clouds. 

	“Keep kicking holes. We need a big show.” Kelly squatted with Brock’s lighter.

	He kicked more holes while she lit the ancient newspaper. The old living room insulation burned, slowly, until the panelling caught, and then it blazed. They continued onto the bedrooms. 

	Sweat dripped from both rookie arsonists.

	“Come on.” Kelly led their exit through the back door and immediately had to duck behind a bulky property line divider of overgrown holly bush. A figure stepped from around the back of another home on the block.

	“Holy shit! Fire!” The shouter’s name was Mervyn Myer. He didn’t just stand there but ran out to the street. “Fire! Fire!” he shouted. 

	“Must’ve been up already,” Brock whispered; Kelly shushed him.

	Kelly and Brock scooted into the shadows at the front of the greenery. They waited and watched. The soldier standing sentry for them was quick and stepped away from her home. Two others in uniform crept from the shadows on the block and joined the first. 

	“You have your keys?” Kelly whispered. 

	They’d both walked to catch the morning ferry into work. Nice, no rain, and the sun peeked through the clouds. 

	“Yeah, but if we have to go far, you’ll get better mileage,” he said. 

	Kelly shook her head gently. “We’ll need to take a logging road. Do you have your keys?”

	He sneezed at the smoke on the air and then nodded. “Ugh, of course.”

	“You feeling all right?” she asked, side eyeing him. 

	“Maybe allergic to this bush,” he said. “Feel fine.”

	He couldn’t be sick and she couldn’t be sick, because what she’d seen… She leaned into Brock’s handsome face and planted a wet kiss on his mouth. “No lights at first. Just drive.”

	He took the lead. Parked where he left it, his lifted Explorer was right there on the street in front of Kelly’s house. The lights flashed when he unlocked the doors with the fob. It showed only dimly against the dark night as the house up the block took to full flame. The fire service rounded a corner with their sirens blaring and only Brock and Kelly heard the buzz that signified an open Ford interior. 

	The end of the block came into view and Kelly and Brock smiled at one another. They kept smiling until the glass of the rear window shattered and shards covered the stained carpet floor with reflective pebbles and tinted snowflakes. 

	“Are they shooting at us?” Brock screamed as he drove. “How can they just shoot at us?”

	Kelly had lowered in her seat. “Just drive. Take that road you showed me, the one that leads to the highway later on. We’ll be all right. Keep cool. You know better about the back roads. Trust me and be easy, all right? Be cool.”

	“That’ll take hours to get onto the highway…” Brock ran his tongue over his teeth. “All right. Tell me. What are they hiding on the island? You want me to trust you, you gotta tell me.”

	Kelly put her hands to her face. “I don’t know! I don’t know! They were running and there was this thing. Jesus, this thing. It’s from the box. I know it! Its tongue and…skin…oh God. It licked my arm and neck!”

	“Licked your arm and neck? Licked? The box did?” 

	Everybody on the island knew about the box, but there were a million theories and just as many spook tales.

	“Did you see the box?”

	“Not the box. It had to be something because of the box. Infected by the box. The box is the only thing those scientists care about. Use your lights now and speed up,” she said, so he did. “I first saw the box years ago. It didn’t look so damn special to me. It looked like an old iron box. It can’t be iron though. It doesn’t make sense that the box floated the way I’ve heard it floated. I mean if it were iron, it wouldn’t float. So, it must’ve been something else. I’ve only seen into the locked area twice, once then when the military first came and I was just a cleaner, and then tonight when I heard those screams and saw that thing come out.”

	“What thing, the licker?”

	Kelly shook her head, what she saw was impossible.

	“I can’t, I…drop it for now, okay? Once we get someplace safe, okay?”

	Brock pulled his cigarettes from his pocket. “We’ll need some luck to get all the way to the highway.” He tapped on the fuel meter and then reached over to press the ring lighter into the eight-volt dash-jack.

	—

	After four hours of hard and slow driving, tossing aside debris and trampling young growth, they covered the one hundred thirty kilometers to the highway. The fuel light had been on for a while and the closest town was south. Brock turned the steering wheel. Kelly stopped him and demanded north. 

	She’d become short on speech and when Brock suggested they spend the night in the woods, she refused. Town, they had to get to the gas station. “Keep moving. North is better. They won’t think we’ve gone north.”

	“If we don’t make it, it’s on you,” Brock said and turned left rather than right. He’d begun to worry about her. She looked pale and feverish.

	At three-forty in the morning, Brock rolled the 1997 Ford Explorer into the lot of a closed Petro Canada gas station. Kelly had fallen into a fitful sleep, moaning and coughing. Brock decided to let her sleep. She looked sickly and tired. 

	Brock crawled over the back seat, brushed aside broken glass, and curled up with a tarp as a pillow. Under the yard light of the one and only gas station in Winterstone, British Columbia, the aged SUV sat, and its inhabitants changed. 

	 

	TWO

	“What do you mean you like Cody?” Stacy Kirkhope was in her bedroom with her best friend. A relationship formed, mostly, by default. There weren’t many options for friends, or boys, in Winterstone. “You like Cody Wittman now?”

	Patricia turned to her friend and grinned at the sudden hard interest. “Ha! I knew you liked him. Are you gonna fuck him?”

	“You bitch.” Stacy tossed a pillow across the room to where Trish sat at Stacy’s desk, scrolling through Instagram posts on her phone.

	“Just answer the question.” Trish turned toward Stacy with a heavy faux-frown intended to convey seriousness and a hairbrush microphone held to her chin. “Are you gonna open those virgin legs and let Cody stick his ding-dong into your meow-meow pussy place?”

	“Shut the hell up. You know my mother stands at the door sometimes!”

	“You mean like when you’re fucking? That’s nast—”

	Another pillow crossed the room and made contact. She set the brush down and returned her attention to the phone. A second later, it vibrated in her hands. 

	“Uh-oh, Mama’s angry.”

	“What time is it?” Stacy asked and looked at the alarm clock. It was eleven-thirty. “My parents must be sleeping or watching TV. I’m surprised my Mom hasn’t—”

	As if on cue, a double knock landed on the door. 

	“Is Trish still here? It’s bedtime.”

	“She’s just leaving.”

	Trish rose from the desk and slid her cellphone into her purse. “See you tomorrow.”

	Stacy waited, listening to Trish and her mother talk before her mother stepped back toward the bedroom. Like clockwork. Rachael Kirkhope poked her round face inside the door. “That was a cute top, huh?”

	Stacy rolled her eyes. Her mother had a thing for cute clothing. Stacy wasn’t against cute stuff and if it wasn’t for her mother continually poking at her to change, she likely would’ve dressed more like everyone else. Some mornings, Stacy even woke up early to put on makeup. It was nice to feel pretty. Then her mother made a sound and Stacy wiped her face clean. It was a battle she did not want. One she saw no end to.

	“You’re pretty close to her size. Why don’t you borrow it from her?”

	“If you lost twenty pounds you could borrow it from her yourself,” Stacy said.

	“You’re not a boy and you say you’re not a lesbian. I don’t know why you have to be so difficult.”

	“I like my own shirts, Mom.” The tone spewed temporary finality.

	“Get ready for bed. You were already late once this week.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” Stacy hopped out of bed and stepped closer to her mother. Rachael opened her mouth to say something, hanging her jaw wordlessly. “What?”

	“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Rachael turned and continued up the hallway toward the living room.

	Her father popped his head in to say goodnight a few minutes later. By eleven-fifty, Stacy was in bed. At one, she awoke from a dream and fought tears. The dream had too many roots in her reality. So many roots… Stacy was average, or just below, in most things. She felt miles below, especially in the looks department. It made it doubly worse when puberty hit Trish like lightning and suddenly she was some hot chick with a huge rack and all the guys wanted to date her and kiss and fuck her. Because of this, Trish acted like she was an expert on sex—she’d had it once and had given two blowjobs.

	Big whoop…if she hadn’t said what she said about Cody. 

	Cody was one of the guys, just as she and Trish used to be. There were five of them and until Trish took the turn toward babedom, they mostly acted normal. Sure, there was always chatter about who was doing it and who was pregnant or who was a slut, but everyone was on the same team. On the surface.

	In her dream, Cody and Trish laughed at Stacy while they smothered one another, dry humping on her bed as she sat at her computer and pretended not to care. It was a stupid dream. A stupid dream that was too real.

	—

	The soldiers, rookies at the Fork’s Road installation, followed orders and waited to see if the two maintenance employees had indeed made it away from the island during a lockdown. Lockdown was the chosen word and nothing about it suggested infection to them. As far as the mainland soldiers knew, this was a case of two assholes ignoring the rules. 

	None noticed the Explorer peeling away until it was down the street. Instinctively, Russ Pink, a man of battle training, a man who’d played war games in his backyard as a boy growing up, a man who often played war on his Xbox One, a man aching to play war in real life, pulled his sidearm and took a shot at the SUV. 

	The shouted phrase “‘Fuck you doin’, Russ?” rang over the crackling fire and the fire engine sirens. Immediately he recognized error in his judgement. 

	They gave chase, rolling a forest green jeep into an awkward four-point turn as more fire trucks and firefighters’ cars arrived. The fire station was only a block away and suddenly a huge pain in the ass. The jeep turned around on the slim street and faced a practiced and well-orchestrated fire-extinguishing plan underway. Stuck in the middle of the hose-work and rushing fire engines. The easy task of changing direction was suddenly a challenge—proving the soldiers below the gold standard.

	The only luck still on their side was that there was really just one highway that moved from the coast. “Fuck!” and “Goddammit!” and “Sonofawhore!” they each took a turn swearing at the way things were going. Eventually, they navigated the traffic and took to trailing the assumed route.

	The eldest of the military trio, Cory Wayne—twenty-four and three weeks—radioed to the base just outside Fork’s Road. There were questions coming back and the tone wasn’t great. All available personnel were busy with the island and it was their job to catch up to the escapees.

	“They better stay in the fucking Ford,” Russ said, teeth clenched.

	The plan was simply to chase until they caught up. Certainly, it helped the escapees that they drove a lifted Explorer, but not by that much; they couldn’t go far, not far quickly anyhow. The officers listened to the radio play of the action on Farley Island until their radios fell out of range. After that, they listened to their own thoughts, blooming more gloom with every mile put into the past. 

	“Man, what if they knew some, like, local way we don’t? What if they’re just at someone’s house or something?” Eddy Fuhr said from the shotgun seat. “We’re so fucked.”

	Minutes burned like gasoline and at twelve-twenty, they passed through the continuous rolling mountains to flatter spaces. Fir trees flanked from every angle. Winterstone was a quiet little town. There was a single fuel station that did not keep late hours. The jeep’s fuel gauge showed just less than half a tank. This was good. Soon enough the Explorer, even if full to begin with, had to stop for fuel sometime and they were a decent trip from any twenty-four-hour automatic pumps.

	Rolling on into very early morning, the needle sank and the choice came. Highway 39 northeast from Fork’s Road came to a Y at a speck verging toward another speck called Rosswood. There was a general store, but no fuel pumps. To the north was more bleakness until approaching the southern Alaska border several hundred clicks later. 

	No available fuel at that time of night.

	Still, having to decide made him nervous and Cory Wayne no longer wanted the feeling of power. He didn’t like that he was only six months older than Eddy Fuhr and two and a half years older than Russ Pink. Wasn’t much experience floating around the jeep.

	Eddy looked at the fuel gauge and said, “If the Ford had gone so far it can’t go much further.” Cory wanted to slap him simply for being there, for stating the fucking obvious.

	They’d need gasoline too and that meant south to Terrace. If he was wrong, they’d spin and head north after they’d filled their tank at a cardlock; something all doubted very much that the escapees had access to. Cardlock pumps served mostly long-haulers. 

	Sometimes the military.

	They headed south and made it to Terrace and the automated Chevron station. Filled their tank. If the Explorer beat them there, somehow, and they had a cardlock gas card, for whatever purpose, they could be anywhere.

	The town of Terrace slept. Quiet, but still promised hard possibilities to admit. If the Explorer filled up and had gone east from there, the likelihood of escape increased threefold. If they went west, it took them back out to the coast and another sleepy town. That was unlikely. The trio of rookies assumed that the Explorer went east and if that was the case, they were good and properly fucked.

	Hope against likelihood, the trio headed back north. They drove through Rosswood and kept going. They booted along despite logic. If the Explorer hadn’t gone south, there was no way that, even if they had an extra gas can, they went so far north. 

	The soldiers stopped at just after 5:00 AM where Highway 37 came to a T, northwest to Hyder, Alaska, and northeast and then north onto the great mountainous nothingness between civilization and the Yukon Territory. 

	Russ had noticed many of the logging roads along the trip and shared this. The others said nothing. They turned back south and settled in at a reasonable pace, knowing they’d screwed up something fierce.

	By then, Cory was behind the wheel to give Eddy a break, who’d given Russ a break.

	“What do they do on the island, anyway?” Russ asked through a yawn. 

	“Above my pay grade,” Eddy said. The yawning was contagious, and he let out a high-pitched haaaugh before he snapped his jaw back closed.

	“Why don’t you fucking ask them?” Cory was irritated and terrified. He fought off an urge to yawn. It made his eyes water. “There’s the radio, asshole.”

	“Ah, shut up,” Russ said.

	They rolled back to Rosswood a third time, verging with the highway west back toward Fork’s Road. It was after seven when they screeched rubber on the greyed asphalt upon seeing the very Ford Explorer they sought parked at a Petro Canada station in Winterstone.

	“Well for fuck sakes,” Russ said. “It wasn’t there last time, right? Couldn’t have been.”

	—

	The taste of vomit coated the interior of Scott Reichel’s mouth. The flavor brought rise to a quiet lurch and tightening of his stomach muscles. It passed and he shivered, chilled and hungover. The sweaty, puke- and sex-laden stink of last night’s drunk was all around him. 

	A moan emitted from a figure next to him. Out the window, the world was unfamiliar and he panicked. He closed his eyes, didn’t want to see who was next to him, not yet. Following a typical timeline, he’d stepped out for drinks at The Bear Claw, picked up someone—he peeked out of the corner of his eye…okay, Chastity Hendricks was okay—or perhaps she’d picked him up, and took to the road for some privacy. He took a breath, no big deal. He hadn’t hurt himself driving around blackout drunk and it was a small community, only so many different girls. It wasn’t the first time coming to next to Chastity. 

	There was a problem, however. 

	“Carl’s going to kill me,” Scott said looking around the interior of Carl Fowler’s F-150. It was older, yet kempt. Nearly mint. “I hope to hell I didn’t drive into anything.”

	Chastity laughed. “Last night you said you’d show him, teach him for being so trusting. I don’t remember if you hit anything, not with the truck I mean.” She laughed again.

	“I said that?” 

	That sounded entirely plausible. Carl bragged that in Winterstone, a man didn’t need to worry about thieves. According to Carl, Winterstone was the last respectful community on the planet.

	“You don’t remember?”

	“Shit no.”

	“I’m glad it was such a memorable night for you,” Chastity said as she shifted her hair while looking into the visor mirror. “I think I’d like to go home now.”

	Scott nodded and turned the key and heard a series of clicks. 

	“Uh oh.” He looked around for defining markers. He’d parked down a hill, on some grass, between an empty barn, trees, and the river. “Do you know where we are?”

	“Won’t start? Kind of like you, huh? Do I have to kiss it just right to get it going too?”

	Scott tried the key again.

	Click-click-click-click.

	Chastity opened the door; it was dim and cool, early morning. She began to shake her head.

	“What?” Scott asked.

	“Relax. I know where this is. It’s Shannon’s granddad’s place.”

	Scott sat back thinking. “Shannon Reese?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Jesus, I did it again.”

	“What?” Chastity poked her head back into the truck.

	“Oh, nothing.” 

	His high school graduating class had nine girls in it. Over the last two months, Scott had taken three of them home from The Bear Claw. First, it was Roberta Rodgers. He’d driven her out to a field behind Beth Poole’s father’s farm. 

	In the eighth grade, he’d lost his virginity to Beth Poole one night after they’d stolen some whiskey. A big mess, and Beth Poole’s father threatened to skin him for deflowering his precious girl—despite the locally accepted knowledge that Scott was the only one to lose his virginity that night. Beth had her rep, and she was proud of it, mostly because she’d earned it. 

	Scott and Beth had reprised the past trouble as adults six weeks earlier. Beth was mad at her husband, Brian, and found the sweetest revenge of all. Waking up next to Beth made Scott feel guilty about Brian. It really wasn’t his fault. There was zero recollection of what happened.

	Three weeks after that, he awoke shivering in a sleeping bag next to Shannon Reese in Roberta Rodger’s tiny backyard. Luckily, Roberta wasn’t home. And now here he was again, Chastity Hendricks in a place connected to Shannon Reese. He guessed that the next time he took anybody home from The Bear Claw, they’d end up somewhere close to Chastity’s apartment or up the highway on First Nation land where she’d grown up.

	“Tying on some weird drunks lately, there fella,” he said to his reflection and kicked open the driver’s door.

	“No service down here,” Chastity said looking at the massive, cracked iPhone screen cradled in her palm. She started up the hill seeking reception. 

	Dim, but not dark. Scott guessed it to be around 6:00 AM. Good thing. He didn’t have to go into the plant until nine. The extra hours might provide him with enough time to nap. The get-up and go he needed to make it back around to The Bear Claw after work. The farm wasn’t too far from the town proper, if he had to walk all the way home. He lived with his mother in her trailer at the park, a block off the main drag. 

	Chastity was already up the grassy hill when Scott unzipped his fly and let loose a stream of steamy former Bud Light. The front end of the truck appeared fine. He shuffled sideways while he pissed to see the passenger’s side. Clean. He finished and rushed to the back while he zipped.

	“Thank god for little favors.” 

	He’d vomited and probably left semen stains somewhere inside. There was a drained battery, sure, but he hadn’t hurt the body of the truck and that was the important note. Still, it would cost him.

	“Hey, wait!” he called out and turned around to follow up the hill. 

	He tabulated detailing prices. It wouldn’t be so bad. Feeling lighter, he jogged the rest of the way. Chastity was gone from sight. The short jog had winded him and he leaned on his knees. The sickly feeling was back. The pine trees next to the hill shook and Scott assumed she was taking a leak. 

	“Scott!” Chastity called out from up near the front of the barn, not in the trees at all. “Help! Go away! No, what the—? No!”

	Scott did his best to hurry, but it was a slog. Hangovers seemed to get worse with every year that passed. He got to the front of the barn. Down a ditch next to the barn, Chastity lay flat on her back. She wasn’t moving. The entire property seemed without life beyond the flora. The old farmhouse was ramshackle and the barn was grey and smelled of grass rather than livestock manure.

	“Chas?” 

	He stepped toward her and when he came to within a few feet of her, she sat up and opened her eyes. Black and grey washed over the bulbs below her lids like blood dropped into water. More like motor oil than blood, black, burned Pennzoil. Scott repeated her name. Hands grasped his arms from behind. Cold and firm, those fingers pinched his skin. 

	“Hey, what—?”

	There was a snap that blinked a cloud over his senses. Scott fell onto the damp grass next to Chastity. The thumped landing jarred enough that he gasped and bit down on his tongue as he’d attempted speech. Blood filled his mouth and he coughed before sucking like a kid with whooping cough. Scott fought for breath, tugged handfuls of grass beneath him while he watched two figures—very much like people, and yet not quite like anyone he knew—converge on his prone state. Hot acid crept up his throat and burned at the back of his nose. 

	Hangover met terror. Terror met panic.

	Their eyes were of solid, rich black, like hot tar. Their skin had gone to an ugly grey hue. Swatches of dark and light coated like frequent birthmarks. One woman and one man. Both wore dishevelled uniforms, grey shirts and blue slacks, rips and holes bounced about the fabric revealing the grim skin beneath. Saltwater stains rode up to their hips, long dried. They reeked of wood smoke. Death was a couple, not a lonely reaper.

	Scott opened his mouth to scream, blood ran, and he vomited acid over his spread lips. The man fell onto him, planting mouth over mouth, inhaling the remnants of the expelled morning gorge. The womanish figure dropped onto Scott’s legs, pinning him. Scott struggled against the hold and his disgust. A tongue whipped around inside his mouth, down his throat, seeking quick connection. Hot and nasty, tasting of bile and sourness, a flavor not so dissimilar to vomit trickled from the man into Scott. It was disgusting and horrible until it wasn’t.

	—

	Patricia—Trish—Brown stood in front of her mirror for a good portion of her free time lately. Some days she liked what she saw, other days she didn’t, and she tried to make up for it. She slipped out of her regular Mom and Dad are watching bra and passed her arms through the padded push up bra her aunt bought for her last time she visited Vancouver. Her aunt was fun and encouraged sexiness. 

	She stepped into lacy panties that hardly covered her cheeks and at the front created a much trimmer triangle down toward her thighs. She wondered if men and boys had secret underwear that did the same thing. Changed shapes with pleasant lies. 

	Boys’ specialty underwear would work more like her push-up bra she expected. Make things appear more bountiful. She hadn’t noticed much difference in the bulges of the boys in her class and decided if that underwear existed, none of her classmates knew.

	She lined her lips with bright red—Chili by MAC. She knew the principal was apt to give her trouble for her dress and her makeup. “But he can kiss my ass.” She sucked in and then pouted out. 

	Nails ticked about the linoleum outside the washroom.

	“Yeah, yeah.” Trish winked at herself, felt a little over-done and bloated.

	Pie’oh’pup, the family mutt, whined by the door, his nails clicking faster. He was smallish and old. Every neighbor knew the dog to see him. Folks in Winterstone were usually nosy about stuff like that. Dogs, and what people were wearing, and whom they were screwing, and so on.

	On days when her parents worked the overnight shift, she had to walk Pie in the morning. It meant she had to get up earlier and that was a drag. “Be patient, you sonofabitch,” she said and slipped into a tight dress. 

	It was definitely overkill for high school, her high school anyway. Especially when she’d inevitably stand next to Stacy half the day. Stacy simply refused anything sexy. Then again, the girl didn’t have the right shape. Forgivable that she didn’t want to draw attention to her pointy boobs, bulky shoulders, and runner’s thighs. 

	Smacking her lips again, she opened the door. The dog popped up and began doing circles. Trish slid her feet into faded and water-stained red flats from Ardene. The dog stilled then and sat, waiting for the leash to click. Pie didn’t need a leash. His chasing years were mostly gone. 

	If she lost Pie, though, her father would lose his mind. 

	“All right, mutt.”

	There were no sidewalks on the secondary streets of Winterstone. People minded anyone walking a dog and most dog walkers made for the trails linking the town, the river, and the park. Trish liked the park. She wouldn’t be going that far and the dog made it only four houses east when it stopped, circled, and attempted to squat over Ellis Harms’ lawn. Trish looked up at the house and the man standing in his kitchen, looking back at her. She yanked the leash and pulled Pie onto the street just in time for the sausage shaped log to drop onto the cracked asphalt. 

	Ellis grinned and waved. The girl waved back and continued on after Pie had finished. She sighed, stepping around the shit she wasn’t about to scoop, as Pie led the way to a shrub he liked to spray. He got close and began barking instead of whizzing.

	“Whoa, boy, calm down, probably just a squirrel.”

	Trish looked around. She had a sudden feeling that she wasn’t alone. Hairs prickled and goosebumps rose. Her block was short and had a total of nine bungalows on doublewide lots. Backyards butted up against other backyards. One of those was the backyard belonging to the Kirkhopes. All the homes were aged and manufactured with cheap siding that had faded and chipped. 

	Her eyes glanced from house to house, all seemed lifeless: lights dimmed, many of the driveways vacant. Only Ellis Harms’ porch light remained aglow. 

	“All right, Pie, I have school,” she said and tugged nervously at her dress, that perhaps was too sexy. She heard something behind her and picked up pace. “Come on, Pie. Let’s go.” Almost running, she made it to her lane and started toward the garage. It was full light, gloomy under cloud cover, but bright enough that nobody could hide there. Still. “Come on, come on.” She dragged the dog, jogging. 

	Suddenly she was grateful for her ruined flats. The garage was small and connected to the home. As an addition, it didn’t feel like inside and it didn’t feel safe. Feeling negative attention from everywhere, especially thick in the shadowy energy within the garage, Trish let out a moan. There was someone, watching, following. 

	Evil rapey cock monsters, men with potbellies and milky skin, dopey gazes and skewed ideas about family. Angry women, old Christians needing to impose their wills and ideals. Real life actual demons from Hell with bovine headdresses and painful sex tools.

	Horny devils orbited her thoughts in hyper-speed. 

	Whatever it was behind her, the garage wasn’t going to stop her from getting in. She fumbled the steel button as she jerked on the screen door.

	“Damn you, open!” 

	A breeze followed her through. Pie barked again. 

	“Open!” She swung the door and spun the knob. Once beyond the threshold, safety washed over her, and she let out a wheeze of relief. “You come in for now.” 

	Pie the dog, like his namesake would, did exactly as told. From the doorway, she looked across the hallway into the kitchen. Twenty minutes until class, according to the wall clock. She swiped an arm across her lips as she walked. She scrubbed her face and then tossed aside her dress, she still wore the padded push-up bra, though now beneath a t-shirt and a bulky Roots hoodie that her sensible grandmother had sent her for Christmas. The panties only mattered if she wanted them to and she doubted very much that anyone was apt to talk her into sex again.

	Not for a while anyway.

	The risk and reward of a second time were not as good as the first. Losing her virginity was a big deal, but you only got to shed that once. 

	She zipped blue jeans as she walked, glancing at the clock. She had about nine minutes to get from home to class or get trouble for being late. It was an A-Day, meaning she had gym first. The teacher was cantankerous and extra bitchy about latecomers. 

	“Okay, come on, Pie! Now, come!” She tossed three granola bars from a box into her backpack and then a half-emptied bag of Ruffles potato chips. Pie dropped to his seat as he waited for the door to open and the command. Trish swung the door inward and then reached forward to swing out the screen door. Her palm pushed against glass as she turned to instruct the dog.

	“Ou—” She’d started say, Out, Pie, but choked on her words as a slimy, forest debris-freckled arm wrapped its long, skinny fingers around her throat. She attempted to scream as the door swung shut. Nothing came out of her mouth beyond the gurgling as a worm-like tongue explored her throat. 

	Pie jumped with his forepaws against the screen door glass and watched, barking, as the horrid figure dragged Trish out the backdoor and beyond sight. The dog waited. He always spent days in the garage and not in the house. Out there, he had a bed, a food dish, and tons of recyclables to chew on. Plus, if he pissed on the floor, nobody rubbed his nose in it. 

	Alone in the house was a bad thing.

	—

	Parked on a stool, arms folded beneath her face, Margaret Sing slept in the secondary lab. It was quiet and she’d gone to think about what had happened and where this thing might go.

	What if you’re infected? 

	The question brought her awake and since then, she’d merely drowsed in and out. Slobber clung from her elbow to her lip. Her arm was numb and with every movement, minute pins and needles danced about her muscles. A full garbage can was the focal point as she straightened. It was imperative to stop thinking about the escaped maintenance people. She had to focus on what she could fix.

	There had to be something she didn’t see. So far, her research into the impossible box yielded only more mysteries. They’d silently, willfully agreed to focus mostly on the box rather than the sick and dead fishermen who’d brought the box to shore. The dead were murdered. It gave secondary cause for a tactful approach. Not that everyone on board had died, there were also those infected when the ship drifted to land. None of them lasted long, and then there was the box.

	The box was a seamed cube. It floated. It weighed nearly two-hundred kilograms. It appeared to be made of metal. Metal, heavy, floatable, and unrelentingly sealed. A mysterious paradox of elements.

	She and her research partner were the only ones with full access to the box or those infected upon landing. That was years earlier. 

	When it finally opened, things changed. The scene went from interesting to scary to utterly horrifying. 

	Margaret slid from the stool and stretched her back. Minutes to nine o’clock. Part of her hoped she’d slept through the day and it was night. And that while she slept, everything went back to normal. 

	Unlikely. If things went how she suspected they might, it was bound to turn into a zoo in hours.

	“Think it’s bad in here…” She shook away the thought. Kelly Strong and her boyfriend were not her responsibility.

	She left her hideaway and made her way down the long grey hallway to the breakroom. She needed a caffeine shot and a bite to eat before looking at this thing again. She poured a cup of cold coffee from the long-quieted percolator, dropped in a scoop of Splenda, a splash of cream, stirred, and chugged it back.

	“Sing? Where have you been?”

	Margaret lowered her cup. Hearing just her surname made her feel like one of the boys. For whatever reason, men took that trait, especially military men. Sometimes playing hockey, the women took to calling out surnames, but rarely. 

	“Catching sleep before the sky falls. How are things out there?” She turned to face Arthur Shelton. “Tell me you have something good.”

	The man was tall and possessed the squarest head Margaret had ever seen. He wore tight layers of hard-packed fat over his broad shoulders. Margaret assumed him somewhere around forty-five or fifty, but she couldn’t be certain. He was the only figure officially above her and her research partner, Dr. Wendell Paget, on Farley Island. What he said was supposed to go.

	“Something good, like the maintenance people never left the island and that it appears there were no additional contaminations?” Shelton grinned.

	Margaret’s heart beat a glorious drum behind her ribs. It was too good to be true. “Really?”

	His smile fell. “No. According to your partner, it appears there are several infected. We haven’t located the maintenance workers.”

	Margaret scowled and turned around again to consider the snack options on the countertop. 

	“Sorry, I think I need a nap or—” The radio on his hip squawked his name. He lifted the radio and squeezed the talk button. “I’m ears.”

	“We’ve gotten word: the escapees’ vehicle has been located in Winterstone.”

	“The custodians?”

	“Nothing about them yet. Also, a communications officer named Garcia radioed and said something about…”

	The conversation fell away as Margaret watched the large form that was Arthur Shelton depart. She took a cranberry muffin from a plastic container and bit into it. Once finished, she ate another and started a fresh pot of coffee. It was going to be a long day.

	—

	“Where’s the driver of that vehicle?” Russ demanded of the little old woman behind the register counter at the Petro Canada station. She wore an off-white, knit sweater and thick grandmotherly eyeglasses. She had an Angela Lansbury hairdo—short and easy, ready to solve a mystery. 

	“I don’t know,” she said, expression curious mingled with irritable.

	“Hey, now, what are you boys looking for, exactly?”

	 Russ turned to shout something like none of your business! Instead, breath burst from his throat over his tongue, creating an angry hey! He failed otherwise. The man was a police officer. 

	“We’re looking for two civilians that started a fire in Fork’s Road,” Eddy said. This was the reason they’d come up with when it became obvious they’d have to ask around.

	Officer Steven Bestwick took a breath before answering. It had been a busy morning. At a quarter to six, he took a call about four destroyed plaster lawn ornaments, at 6:00 AM, a call from Carl Fowler about the world coming to an end before eventually getting around to a stolen truck, and while out on that subject, he took a radio call about a suspicious SUV parked at the Petro Canada. 

	When Miriam Shields opened the station that morning the Explorer was there. The front passenger’s door and the rear gate were open, but the vehicle was empty. She called the police and one of two officers from the local station answered—dispatch didn’t come in until 9:00 AM.

	“Officially looking?” Bestwick hitched his thumbs in the lip of his beltline as he spoke, pushing forward a rounded gut. 

	“Yes, they left the scene last night, looking to bring them in for questioning,” Eddy said.

	Bestwick nodded as he listened. “I’ve got a stolen truck. I’ve put out a bulletin for the make, year, and plate, they might be in a black, oh-seven, Ford One-Fifty.”

	“Christ all-fucking-mighty,” Russ said. They were in shit and it just got deeper. This particular shit was a noticeable distance over their heads.

	“Carl Fowler’s truck?” Miriam asked. The officer smiled and nodded. Miriam smiled back. “You think that was an out-of-towner?” Everybody local knew Carl didn’t lock his truck and left the keys in it. “Pretty convenient for an out-of-towner.”

	“Uh-yeah, but it’s not far from here. If the folks they’re looking for tried a few doors until they found one, it might work out for them. They’d think themselves mighty lucky. I suspect,” Bestwick said.

	“Meaning what?” Cory said.

	“Doesn’t matter, we’re fucked!” Russ stomped out the door. An electronic bell pinged twice as the door wheezed to a close.

	“Long, inside joke. There’s a gentleman in town that thinks leaving his keys in the ignition of his truck is smart.” Bestwick continued smiling, despite the agitation of the soldiers.

	Frustrated, Cory followed Russ. Eddy stayed a moment, thinking, then nodded and left.

	“Coffee’s fresh and I just opened those Krispy Kremes,” Miriam said, a short meaty digit pointed to the coffee island.

	“Guess I’d better support the local economy.” Bestwick filled an extra-large cup, put two golden donuts into a waxy paper bag, paid, and left. “These things’ll kill me someday,” he said to the fresh morning air. 

	Of course, they’d never get the chance.

	—

	In a dim bathroom, Arthur Shelton sneezed into his hands and stared at his reflection. The lingering symptoms of a cold he thought he’d kicked a week ago had returned. 

	“Fucking janitors,” he said. This thing was going to blow over his head or lob his head off at the shoulders. He’d even asked for help, but someone from an installation he’d never even heard of told him to hold tight, he was in charge.

	A black blob appeared to float up over his sclera, his cornea, and under his upper lid. He shook his head and stretched his eyelids, looking for the inky floater. Nothing there. He dropped his arms and stepped back from the sink just as Dr. Wendell Paget entered the room. Not exactly buddies, they crossed wordlessly.

	—

	The order came through the VHF radio, tinny and high, but clear and just as undesirable had it come through in Dolby 7.1 surround sound. They were to stay put in the little backwater. If the escapees were beyond the town, there was minimal hope of their tracking them until they showed their faces. However, if they’d gone to ground in the area, the military needed a presence. 

	“Well, fuck,” Russ said.

	Cory sat in the shotgun seat holding the microphone with the door open. Russ and Eddy leaned against the fenders, listening, and watching as the police officer stepped out of the Petro Canada. He held a large coffee and a small brown bag. He gave a glance through the rear window of the Explorer. He’d gone from view at the back and around the side. Footfalls announced a continuation of additional snooping. Gravel crunched under his feet and he took a lengthy slurp from his cup. Back and forth along the high tailgate of the Explorer, he then poked his head out.

	“Did you shoot at them or is that slug on the floor from sometime else?” Bestwick asked. “If these are violent folks it might be handy for me to know that beforehand.”

	The shooter, Russ, wore flared cheeks, the blush rising all the way to his ears. For a moment, he saw himself pulling his sidearm and filling the fat man with holes. Eddy’s voice broke the image.

	“That’s a matter of national security. You just let us know if you find that truck.”

	Bestwick chuckled. “And how do I do that? Do I dial one-eight-hundred-army?”

	The soldiers looked to each other, uncertain. 

	“You’ve got an attitude, you know that?” Cory said.

	“Isn’t that my line? Isn’t it me that’s supposed to get uppity about folks coming to town and stepping on my toes? Look, I’m going to move this to the station in a few minutes, so if you need anything out of it before then, get it. Miriam doesn’t want it sitting here all day and night.”

	“Goddamned hick,” Eddy said.

	The trio watched Bestwick get into his cruiser, head for the road, and then back up next to the jeep. His window lowered at the touch of a button. “If you’re staying a while, Mickey Hogan rents the rooms above The Bear Claw, furnished and all. If you’re sleeping over. I’d bring my own sheets.” Bestwick put up his window and drove along.

	“Hold up!” Cory waved. Bestwick rolled back and lowered his window again. Cory leaned inside to pass a photograph. “Take a look.”

	Steven Bestwick considered the photos. Then he shivered. “Spooky, they look like half the people in town.”

	Cory snatched the photograph back. “Just keep an eye, please.”

	“No problem.”

	The cruiser rolled away and the full reality of sticking it out in the shitty little town dropped on them like a piano. It was creeping up on eight and all three looked ready to sleep the day away.

	“We’ll take shifts. No need to rent some grubby fucking room above a dive bar,” Russ said.

	“I need food, first,” Eddy said. “Sleep can wait. I’m starving.

	They looked around. There was always the option of soggy microwaved treats from the freezer section from the gas station or Krispy Kreme donuts, but it wasn’t much like food. From the vantage of the parking lot on the side of the Petro Canada, the trio saw much of the town, all that the main drag offered. It wasn’t promising. Not so much as a pair of Golden Arches or one of the Colonial’s floating chicken buckets.

	“Let’s take a walk,” Eddy said.

	Russ rolled his head on his shoulders. “You go. I’ll stay, get me in a couple hours and I’ll grab breakfast after a nap.”

	—

	Lindsay McManus waved through the window to Stu Cohen as she waited for the last arrival. Stu shared a cross-cornered property line in his backyard with Lindsay and her business, Smiling Kiddos—the only official daycare in town. He was a strange man, so solitary. All she knew of him was that he was an American with some kind of computer-from-home job.

	Weird or not, it was best to wave. He might have a kid someday, might think about sending that kid off to daycare. Currently, every child under her supervision belonged to parents who worked at the factory. 

	Lindsay left her post by the door and stepped inside. Six of seven were there, and to the children in attendance, she cried out with a big smile, “Good morning, kiddos!”

	Trained like theme park seals, the children, even those somewhat cranky and sleepy, turned and said—in varying levels of speech coordination—“Good morning, Miss Lindsay.”

	“How are you today?”

	“My bum hurts!” shouted a little girl with pigtails.

	Lindsay sat down on her stool and pulled her iPhone from her pocket. She readied a playlist for every potential need. Once she located the instrumental of choice, she frowned. “Uh oh, what does it mean when somebody hurts?”

	As a crowd: “Boo Boo Song!”

	The tune of Twinkle Twinkle Little Star in acoustic guitar, chimes, and a triangle filled the room. Lindsay sang, “Ouchy, ouchy little boo, go away, we don’t want you. In our tums, on our heads, bad boo boos, not our friends…”

	As the song continued, Lindsay heard a door open and assumed Lily Chevaldale was there with Markus, finally. She resumed, side eyeing the door. Markus wasn’t rushing in like normal.

	“…boo boo, now you’re gone.”

	There was silence a moment before a strange woman, sickly and filthy in her mud- and salt-stained jumpsuit peered in on the crowd in the living room. She had pure black eyes like watery volcanic stones. Her skin was grey with black blotches and her fingers seemed too long by double.

	“Kids,” Lindsay said calmly.

	The woman opened her mouth and an incredible tongue danced.

	“Up you get,” Lindsay said, rising.

	The freakish woman broke into a sprint. Her eyes were locked on Lindsay and didn’t see the hip-high gate. She fell sideways and tipped clumsily over the white plastic.

	Lindsay shouted, “Pillow games!”

	The kids screeched and broke up the back hall.

	“Fast as you can!”

	Lindsay chased the children up the short hallway toward the bedroom at the end. The intruder had risen, huffing and shuffling some. Just before the door, Lindsay turned. Only feet away and reaching with stretched arms and her long slivery tongue. Instinct took over. Lindsay dipped into the pocket of her loose jeans and grabbed her cellphone. 

	She reeled back and threw the heavy cellphone at the woman. It struck with a soft thump, slowing the woman momentarily. As if she’d thrown a brick at a marshmallow wall, the casing dented the intruder’s forehead. 

	Lindsay had turned away before the phone struck the carpet. She swung the heavy old door behind her, pressing tight to it, she looked down at the frightened and excited faces around her. The first push came and many of the children in the dim room began to cry. The pillow room was a section of home on its way to being something else. Stripped down to the drywall—one wall stripped to the brick—the pillow room featured piled pillows and sheets, ready for mid-afternoon naptime, and occasionally, the pillow games. The pillow games were three different jumping events that all ended on a pile of pillows. 

	Lindsay wanted to run all aspects of her daycare from this room. The brick on the north wall was crumbling and held together with tar. In the spring following, she had plans in place and contractors booked to take down the wall and extend the space ten feet into the front yard. 

	Unfortunately, the room had reached the point of work where she had boarded over the windows from the inside. 

	Another heavy thump and push landed on the far side of the door. Lindsay thumbed the slot lock. Somewhere in a kitchen drawer was a skeleton key, but this freak would never find it. Obviously, she was a drug addict, or worse.

	Lindsay kept a shoulder against the door. The third try at barging through was the softest yet. This brought about hope. “Go away! You’ll never get through this door!” she shouted and flipped the light switch. A quick headcount suggested something very bad. “Boys and girls, I know we’re scared, but come out, come out, wherever you are.”

	Two children climbed out from the pillow pile.

	That was better. Still…

	“Come out, come out!”

	A little girl with two snail trails of snot running down into her mouth stepped out of the closet.

	One more, just one more, because Markus isn’t here.

	“Come out! Come out!”

	The children cried louder, moaning and sobbing. They didn’t recognize anyone missing—of course they didn’t—they were just babes too scared to function. 

	“Shh, shh, please don’t cry.” Lindsay did another headcount. It hit her then. The bathroom was right next to the pillow room. Evangeline Tooney with her pigtails and sore bum. “Evangeline!” Lindsay yelled at the shadowy frame. “Stay in the bathroom and lock the door until I say so, okay?”

	No reply came.

	“Evangeline? Did you hear me?”

	More silence. It was heavy and horrid. This thing was utterly impossible to imagine. 

	Why did you throw your phone?

	“Evangeline? Talk to me, girl!”

	“Miss Lindsay, I have the booty scoots!” the little girl’s voice shrieked with pain. 

	Lindsay melted momentarily and knew if the little girl got the message everything was going to be all right.

	“This is real’ important, Evangeline. Can you listen to me?”

	“My bum hurts!”

	“I know, but I need you to lock the door. There’s a little tiny lever under the doorknob. You have to push it. Can you do that?”

	“My bum—!”

	“I don’t give a flying fuck about your bum! Lock that fucking door!”

	The sobbing children in the pillow room bawled louder. The few that gave up on tears buried themselves beneath fluffy shields.

	“Shut up and pillow games!” 

	Tears ceased in surprise for several seconds before redoubling. In the time of silence however, hope sprang and bloomed in Lindsay when she heard the loud click of the bathroom door locking. 

	“Good work, Evangeline!”

	“You made me go scoots on me!”

	Lindsay almost laughed, almost instructed the girl to poop at will, wherever she liked. They weren’t across no man’s land just yet, but she spied safety. Waiting it out was an option. Without her cellphone, she lacked the background music, but they’d make it through.

	Didn’t really need it anyway. “Row-row-row your boat, gently down the stream…”

	A few hidden heads popped up.

	“…merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily…”

	More heads emerged and a few voices sang along.

	“…life is but a dream. Evangeline, you can sing too! Don’t you dare leave that room though! Row-row-row…”

	A second song trailed the first. Evangeline sang along. Third and fourth songs followed and Lindsay attempted to count away the minutes since that lunatic woman had pushed against the door. After the seventh song, Lindsay bent and looked through the keyhole. The hallway, from the angles afforded to her appeared empty. Her cellphone was only a few feet away. 

	She had only so many songs and the woman hadn’t pushed on the door for so long…

	“You know more songs, more songs, just a few more,” she whispered as she completed Down by the Bay (one verse for every one of her kiddos). “Evangeline, you pick a song!”

	There was silence a moment too long.

	“Evangeline?”

	Still nothing. Lindsay knew without a doubt that while they sang, the little girl had opened the door and had sealed her fate.

	“Evangeline!”

	“I’m thinking!” the little girl screeched, then said, “Monkeys on the bed!”

	Lindsay clapped the tune. “Six little monkeys, jumping on the bed. Toby fell off and bumped his head…” 

	On cue, Toby excitedly fell sideways into the pillow pile. No more, the phone was too close. Once through the names was it. She had to risk opening the door

	“…Evangeline fell off and bumped her head. Mama called the doctor and the doctor said?” Lindsay let the children carry it through to the finish while she flipped the lock and turned the knob. She opened the door a crack and peered out before snapping it shut.

	Still empty.

	“Miss Lindsay, I wanna come out,” Evangeline said.

	“Stay put!”

	“You’re not my mom!”

	“Dammit.” Lindsay turned the knob again and looked through the crack. The washroom lock clicked and the children in the pillow room sat in quiet fascination. “Evangeline, no!”

	From her angle, Lindsay saw the door of the washroom open and she had no choice but to open the pillow room door the rest of the way and go for her cellphone.

	Everything happened so quickly. Lindsay had a foot out when the hands landed on her shoulders and lips planted over her mouth. The taste was awful and hot. Lindsay thought nononono! And then how damned stupid it was to throw her cellphone and then nothing else. A warm wave filled her body. Her legs caved and she folded into a pile on the hallway carpet. 

	The intruder turned to Evangeline. Evangeline watched from the bathroom doorway while two more children poked heads out from the pillow room.

	 

	THREE

	The student body at Winterstone High was small enough that classes housed every student for any particular grade. In the eleventh and twelfth grades, the mandatory classes were fewer than the earlier grades. In her blue gym shorts and Winterstone High athletics shirt—a grey cotton tee with the word Winterstone in blue block letters across the chest—Stacy scanned the faces of the seven other girls in class that morning. Trish was absent again, not a real surprise.

	Mr. Richards was in his silver windbreaker tracksuit; he had the entire class hit the gravel oval for a surprise twenty-minute run. Only a few students kept running past ten minutes. Stacy managed easily, and despite the obvious hard effort it took, Cody Wittman had kept up to her. Together they jogged, Stacy intentionally slowing by the minute for Cody. 

	They’d known each other since kindergarten and it was only recently that things had changed. For nearly two years, since they’d become part of an informal gang, Stacy and Trish spent Friday and Saturday nights out at the Reese farm. Nobody bothered them there. It was warm, it had electricity, and there was plenty of room to crash because wandering home drunk sucked.

	Love: drunk with the boys, it was bound to happen eventually. 

	Aiden had gone home when his mother sent him a text in the middle of the night—she’d had a premonition that the barn was going to burn down. Grady Bloom and Trish started playing a suggestive game that carried on until Grady had his hands in Trish’s shirt. She looked bored and indifferent to the groping. Grady was relentless when it came to touching boobs. Risking a slap for a quick grab, begging, needling, whining for a fondle like it was a treat. 

	Stacy was curled up in her sleeping bag, eyes closed. A second later, a hand hooked around her hand. Cody had quietly relocated his bag next to hers. Hand in hand, they lay there until asleep. The following morning Stacy awoke to find Cody’s back turned to her. Trish stood, shivering and told Stacy to come on. Without a word to Cody or Grady, they left.

	Cody was cute and mostly nice, in a rough kind of way, and a better option than Grady or Aiden. There were other boys at school and a few guys just out of school that eyed the high school girls. They were okay too, but Cody felt right. So they jogged together, unable to say much. Since the handhold, it had been awkward. He was trying and that was obvious, that was good. 

	“Trish sick or something?” he asked, his breath a steamy cloud. 

	“She’s just lazy.”

	“Who put the speed in your Wheaties?” Grady Bloom called out as Stacy and Cody jogged past.

	They ignored him.

	“Grady said they did it.”

	“Him with Trish? Yeah right! Grady’s full of shit.” Stacy laughed. “Trish gets bored, I think, and the perv’ doesn’t give up. She said he pinched her boobs when she let him touch, said she was too drunk to argue, said he kept trying to get her to put her hand on his dick.”

	Cody jogged quietly, collecting his breath around a corner at the far end of the track. “Did he ever try that with you?”

	“Once.”

	She didn’t really want to talk about it. Grady had given her his old iPhone. His parents bought him a new one every time he asked. It took nothing to give an old one away and still, he suggested that she ought to show him thanks. When that didn’t work, he called her a dyke. 

	“I wouldn’t let him touch me.”

	“He said you gave him head.”

	“What!” Stacy stopped running.

	Cody stopped as well and stooped forward to catch his air. After a couple silent seconds, Stacy sprinted away.

	“Hey!” Cody said and watched her burn around the track and up behind Grady, who was walking. She stopped in front of Grady. Grady went down in a heap after Stacy booted him square in the testicles. Cody smiled. 

	Mr. Richards started yelling at Grady to keep moving. There was no doubt that he witnessed the kick. 

	Stacy returned, sweat beading on her brow. “Coming?”

	—

	Luis Brown called out to Pie’oh’pup and was surprised when the mutt wasn’t in the garage. Buffy Brown opened the door to the house and the dog bolted as if shot from a cannon. His bowl was empty and he whined, stomping a paw into the empty dish.

	“That damned girl!” Luis said.

	Buffy stepped into the home and called out, “Trish! You better not be sleeping.”

	The book bag by the door went unnoticed. Buffy hurried through the kitchen, into the living room, and toward the bedrooms. Dead quiet. Anger drained away and worry took its place.

	She kicked open Trish’s bedroom door. It looked as if someone trashed the place, but that was the norm and the bed was empty. She put a hand on the mattress—Trish was gone awhile, at least. She sniffed at the air for the scent of doggy accidents. Everything smelled lived-in clean. She left the bedroom and started around the house. Luis stepped inside without Pie.

	“What’s going on?”

	Buffy shook her head and pulled her cellphone from her purse. “What’s going on is that a daughter of yours probably slept in and screwed up trying to get to class on time.”

	“Did the dog shit inside?”

	“Not that I can smell.” Buffy typed: You forgot dog inside! No more out late on school nights!

	Rather than dwell, Luis and Buffy went to bed.

	—

	“Who was that?” Dr. Margaret Sing asked. 

	Things had changed over the last dozen or so hours. Technically, she was still a body working within the constrictions of the Canadian military on Farley Island. However, it was as if an invisible hand fastened a choke chain around everything she did. Constriction was reasonable in one sense, unreasonable in another. Nothing they did had caused the issue. Like the rest of them, they were along for a mysterious and frightening ride. 

	“Some army dick named Garcia. Apparently, since the cleaning lady and her boyfriend got off the island after the exposure issue, we’re now under a communication lockdown on top of the quarantine. As if one of us is going to run to the media,” Doctor Wendell Paget said. 

	“This is a big screw up. Hopefully Kelly and Brock were just panicked and ran, and not something else. It affects the behavior, we know that, right?”

	“Yeah, yeah. Probably they’re a pair of dumbass hicks, don’t even get to use the box as an excuse. Low brow, stupid, useless, fools.”

	Margaret shook her head. Those labels weren’t fair. 

	Surveillance video from the previous night showed Subject Thirteen, a fully changed victim of the infliction, chase through an unbelievably open door, grab Kelly Strong, and lick the woman’s armpit, neck, and shoulder with a wayward and horrendously long tongue before losing grip. The video Margaret had watched was a conglomeration of several videos patched together that followed the woman as she ran. She collected Brock Hoover, stole a boat, and the rest was miserable history. 

	“I know it doesn’t take a damned genius to empty trash bins and mop the floors, but how stupid can you get?”

	“It’s only partially their fault. The door opened and—”

	“So, what! These two custodial assholes have created one great annoyance for me and annoying me is miles beyond their universal value. They ought to be shot! The only redeeming fact is that they probably will be shot!”

	“This isn’t about you!”

	“Like I give a shit.” Wendell took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Anyway, this Garcia threatened us with an appearance and I told him that I didn’t care and that he didn’t scare me. I’m not the security guard. They let the people out, not me.” 

	Margaret clenched her fists. “Calm, please. This Garcia is probably trying to figure out what might happen. They ran, too bad. What if they caught what Mr. Kraft carried? Think if this gets out. Everyone is stressed; you need to calm down.”

	“Kraft?”

	“You know, Jaro Kraft. Subject Thirteen.” 

	“I don’t know why you have to humanize every subject. We’re here to understand the box and the sickness. Besides, maybe they were immune.”

	Margaret hated the maybe game. “Being as the gestation period is different for everyone, it’s possible that they’ve already contaminated others or won’t show for days and nothing will stick until—”

	“Unless they’d been attacked and moved into the self-preservation stage,” Wendell interrupted.

	“Fine but think about this. Think about that video they showed us of the fishermen and then imagine something like that on the mainland. Remember their faces?”

	“I’d rather not, it’s not my problem. It’s not yours either. We need to figure this thing from where we can help. Out there is not our problem.”

	“It’s everybody’s problem! What if it spreads? What if they don’t stop it in time? This thing’s got a mind, it’s not just some cause for regular quarantine lockdown. Imagine if they infected, twenty, fifty, a thousand people and those people…” She shivered.

	Wendell shrugged. He wore his everyday clothing under a white coat—khaki slacks, Oxford button-up, sweater vest, leather loafers. He had a cup of coffee in one hand and held a blueberry scone in the other, as if to prove his stance. Not his problem; all he could do was monitor those infected on the island and test cultures.

	There was a telephone on the table next to two laptops and Margaret’s cup of coffee. Across the table was a tinted window. The glass opened onto a vast observation room.

	For so many hours, the doctors sat next to each other watching through that glass. There were men and women, mostly men and mostly soldiers, but some graduate students and maintenance staff as well. All were handcuffed to small beds beneath plastic oxygen tents. Six had already turned and thrashed around on their beds despite the sedatives. Two bored men read from paperbacks, seemingly unaffected. Their blood tests explained otherwise. Four tried to keep busy with books, or tablets, blood showing no signs of contamination despite direct contact.

	“The army sucks at some things. Not others. I doubt they’d let this thing take off. Whatever made that box did so before the invention of the automatic rifle. It’s not as if we can do anything about that. It’s not our problem. It’s not likely that whoever sent it thought of—”

	“That’s just it. Think about who or what made the box. Why did it open again, now? Who sent the message? It wasn’t on a timer, not that I saw. Did you see a timer? No! You didn’t! This thing isn’t somebody else’s problem. It’s everyone’s problem. Did you never wonder if there aren’t more boxes out there? It’s not as if we’ve told anybody. I doubt the American government even knows, and we’re what, a three-hour trip down the coast to Washington?”

	“Probably take longer than that, wouldn’t it?” Wendell focused hard on subjects who had been in between changes for several hours. “Looks like she’s going, uh, nineteen.”

	Margaret continued her argument. “Now imagine if there are boxes all over the world, opening up at the same time. Now imagine there’s a leak in even half of the collective unsuspecting minds of the quiet, scientific installments. Think, this thing is big, bigger than the fact that something out there uses chemical warfare to eradicate—”

	The telephone rang.

	—

	Miriam Shields slid the heavy plastic milk crates along the floor toward the cooler doors. She’d managed the Petro Canada since the day it became a Petro Canada. Before that, she worked seven years for Gerrard Brewer. Brewer Fuels was on the same land—once a gas station sank roots, the land wasn’t good for much else. Brewer sold out to a man from Vancouver in 1985 who owned stations all over the province. As Miriam kicked the yellow crates over the smooth cement floor, she wondered how many times she had done this very thing when someone else was supposed to be the one doing it.

	“Too damn many times,” she said. 

	The entrance door buzzed. 

	Through the glass cooler door, from behind the shelves of creams and cheese, she saw Susan Salak step inside. Susan was a bitchy woman and highly unlikely to steal anything.

	“Let her wait.” Miriam continued with the heavy chore.

	The door buzzed again, and Miriam looked up to see neither Susan nor a new customer. It was obvious then that Susan stepped back out to her car. That, or she left, impatiently angry.

	“Likely just wanted a damned dollar scratcher.” Miriam had a love-hate relationship with the lotto. It was a royal pain, but one time she won eight grand on the 649 draw.

	The door buzzed again. Miriam looked around and saw nobody. She straightened her back and stepped out of the cooler. Not seeing a head above the shelves typically suggested that the person entering was shorter than the shelves were high. Another thing she loved and hated: kids. They were the light of the future, but the little fuckers liked to steal.

	“Hello?” she called out as she walked toward the doors.

	In front of the gum and the secondary ‘til that wore a tented NEXT REGISTER PLEASE sign, Miriam’s feet scooted in opposite directions and her arms shot out. One hand collected four packs of Extra gum, spearmint flavor, and the other latched onto a sturdy Coca-Cola cooler with locked castors.

	“Holy cow,” she said and gathered her equilibrium. Beneath her feet was a puddle of oily black liquid. “Goddamned mess.”

	Susan Salak’s Dodge Ram was next to a pump. The military jeep was still in the lot, off to the side, but not a soul was in sight. Susan had to be somewhere close by. 

	Miriam shook her Asics sneakers and went off for the mop, thinking it was possible that nobody ever truly finished loading the milk cooler. Twelve minutes after mopping up the strange black liquid, Miriam watched out the window, eyes peeled for Susan Salak. She saw two of the three military men return to their jeep. They hopped in and drove off. She wondered, briefly, where the third member went. Twenty-one minutes after that, Miriam called into the police station and spoke with Luna Watts at the switchboard.

	“Real strange. Susan Salak came in and left without getting anything and now her truck’s parked at pump four. I think you better get Steve out here.”

	“All right, Miriam. I’ll try him,” Luna said and yawned.

	—

	Old habits and knowledge lingered and mingled with the fantastic newness. Chastity Hendricks and Scott Reichel awoke from a very brief stasis and followed known whims. Town was mostly quiet. People went about their usual, everyday lives. The Winterstone residents recognized and ignored Scott and Chastity as they swayed up the road as if drunk. 

	The thing inside them had a plan that fed on their knowledge. The first stop was into Scott’s workplace, North Woods. The pair ambled onto the floor—a system rang warnings into their subconscious. Here were too many to attack and force passage. The other option was slower, though worked much to the same effect as a direct attack. 

	Every employee gave a sideways glance, keeping track of their minute duties, as production continued. Scott liked to drink and everybody knew that. He got a pass because when he was sober, he got nearly twice as much done as the next fastest worker. 

	Tim Humming, the floor manager of the day shift, grabbed the elbows of both Scott and Chastity. “Hey, Scott, you feeling all right.”

	Scott was pale and a heavy glaze coated his eyes. This caused the manager to huff and shake his head. He looked at Chastity. Her pupils seemed to fill into the whites.

	“Jesus, do not come to work stoned, and don’t bring people into production,” Humming said once off the factory floor. “Can’t have that… You’ll lose all your fingers. If you’re lucky!”

	Scott swallowed. “Sorry…my shift.”

	“Yeah, yeah. Take the day off. Run in the woods or find a field to play in. Whatever you do, stay the hell away from here.”

	He’d walked the pair to the door and let go of their elbows.

	“Shit, you probably won’t even remember—” 

	Humming’s words fell away as Chastity pressed her breasts against his chest and planted her lips against his mouth. A completely normal looking kiss. Her tongue played on Humming’s tongue and down his throat, brushing his lungs.

	Humming pushed her away. “Whoa,” he said. Within hours, he was sneezing in the close-knit space of the factory but feeling fine. By lunchtime, he settled in his office on a couch. Three people fell on the floor while they worked and while others stood over their fallen comrades, they inhaled changes. The final shift of the week ended early, but only half the employees left the grounds on time. A few, unfazed and utterly confused by those around them, went straight home. Many of the others took walks, almost drunkenly, wading through a haze of changes that pushed their feet forward. Some sat behind the wheels of their cars, trucks, and SUVs, unmoving while the world began a slow flood of conversion.

	Hours before most of this followed through, Scott and Chastity walked to Main Street. Officer Steven Bestwick pulled up and waved at the pair, there had been a call about two shambling stoners. Chastity bent down and peered in through the driver’s window. 

	“Word is, you two are roaming like zombies,” the officer said, smiling. It was just after lunch, and he’d had an especially satisfying grilled cheese, bacon, and onion sandwich with a bowl of homemade tomato soup. “You’d best get on home before you get the entire town into a fit of the willies. Unless you want me to arrest you for public intoxication.”

	Chastity leaned in further, one palm on the dash, the other pressed against the plastic window that separated the front seat from the back seat. The officer smelled no booze on her breath, well, nothing fresh. She exhaled and stretched her slender neck as far as possible, stretched her thin grey-black tongue the remainder of the distance.

	Bestwick jerked back at the sight. 

	The tongue was quick and it was fine in his mouth. He leaned against the partition that separated the front from the back, doing his surprised best to keep Chastity’s tongue from exploring further. It drove down his throat and hooked into a tunnel within his lung. Working something like a winch, she reeled in her catch. Their lips met, the tongue retracted and danced like a quick-drawn measuring tape as it pushed about the wonderful bath of murky saliva, sharing the beauty. 

	Scott and Chastity continued away. Bestwick closed his eyes behind the wheel.

	—

	Second class came and went. Home economics for twelve of the twenty-one eleventh grade students—nine in attendance; apple crumble with homemade whipped topping. Sitting in the cafeteria with her tuna sandwich, ambrosia apple, can of Cott root beer, and cheddar cheese cubes, Stacy dialed Trish’s cell. She’d already left two-dozen text messages. It rang nine times and then clicked. Stacy ended the call rather than leaving a message. Linda Hobart sat down at the table across from Stacy with a goofy grin on her face. 

	“Why’d you kick Grady in the balls?”

	Linda Hobart was a year younger, but cool enough that nobody from the older grades snubbed her.

	“Because he deserved a kick in the balls. Hey, you haven’t seen Trish, have you?”

	Linda had a Passion Flakie crumbling in her hands. She shook her head.

	Stacy looked around the small cafeteria for about the ninetieth time. “I’ve left her like fifty messages, and she won’t message back.”

	Aiden Ellis plopped down next to Stacy. He wore the smile of a boy who saw his best friend kicked in the balls and knew the best friend deserved it. Girls were always mad at Grady; as were teachers, adults in general, excluding Grady’s parents of course.

	Linda swallowed her bite and said, “I could call my mom and see if she’s had to do any deliveries or if there was an acci…” She trailed given the fact that her mother was a paramedic. Deliveries weren’t dire, accidents spelled real trouble.

	“Will you?” Stacy asked.

	“Trish still not show?” Aiden asked.

	Stacy shook her head. Linda dialled her mother’s cellphone and waited. It rang until it reached the message service. “Hey, Mom, give me a ring whenever you get this, please.” She hit end and shrugged. “If she’s driving, she won’t answer her cell.”

	“It’s cool. Let me know when she calls, ‘kay?”

	“Sure.”

	Aiden sensing the sensitivity of the topic, changed subjects. “You coming out tonight?” 

	“Yeah, why wouldn’t I?” Stacy said.

	Grady and Cody took seats at the table. Grady scowled. Cody kept his eyes down, mostly.

	“Hope I can have kids someday,” Grady said. “Be a great dad. Think you killed all my sperm.”

	“You have to have sex before you can get a chick pregnant,” Cody said. “Like real sex, not just talking about it.”

	Even Stacy found it in her to laugh, despite the worry.

	—

	Arthur Shelton was off, and not in a bad way or in a sickly way, just off. He’d donned the white, head-to-toe biohazard rubber. Behind him, he trailed a long, coiling oxygen hose. Margaret was in the observation room also in a suit. She stood at the feet of a figure no longer really human.

	“So sad.”

	The speaker in the sergeant major’s suit picked up what she said via comm-links. “Is there any turning them back?”

	Margaret didn’t answer as she heard a second voice, distant and yet clear. “Shit,” she said and ran across the large room, past all the transformed, transforming, and the physically unaltered. Wendell was on the telephone again. She yanked her hose from the wall and stepped out of the suit, letting it puddle around her feet. In just her underwear and bra, she swatted the button on the wall and cold, sterilizing air blew away much of her outlying skin—an extra caution that worked mostly to ease the mind, if only by a degree or two. Through a heavy steel door demanding a key code, she sprinted. 

	Wendell had the telephone on speaker. 

	“Just explain this to me, as if I’m not a scientist,” Garcia said. “Is that so hard to do?”

	“It’s not my fault you didn’t get an education!” Wendell had leaned over the telephone’s base to shout. “You’re wasting my time!”

	“Listen here you measly, little, white-coated prick, if you don’t explain this to me, someone’s flying over there and you’ll wish it was me.”

	“You don’t scare me! You can’t bully science! The Earth is round, the sun doesn’t revolve around us, space is infinite, and you don’t matter!”

	Margaret rushed over to the desk and lifted the receiver. “Hello,” she said, and Wendell stormed to the refrigerator. He opened a carton of milk and began to swallow in loud gulps.

	“Who’s this now?”

	“My name is Doctor Margaret Sing. Doctor Paget is my research partner and doesn’t play well with human beings outside the field. I have questions, but first, what do you want to know?”

	“Sure he’s human?”

	“What do you need?”

	“Start from the beginning, explain everything. I’ve seen the video of the ship and some of the lab footage. It looks like chaos defined. It also looks a lot like a bad found footage horror movie. Tell me. Make me understand because I don’t know what I’m looking at and I’m to explain it to my superior.”

	“The beginning, okay. There’s the box.” Margaret closed her eyes, building the info dump reservoir.

	“Right, the box.”

	“Based on the particles, we’ve carbon dated the box to between ten-thousand and fifteen-thousand years old. That is if our dating of the unknown carbon can be completely reliable. We have no way of knowing for certain. It might be older. Not likely newer.”

	Garcia clicked his tongue as he did. “So what?”

	“You said from the beginning.” Margaret paused. “The ship that scooped it up was a fishing vessel, and the particles suggest the box was somewhere in or near the Pacific for as long as it’s been here. The boat had been gone just two months when it returned with no haul.”

	“Here as opposed to where?”

	“That’s unclear.”

	“Later problem. So, the box drives people sick and crazy, just like that? The other guy was talking about gestation variables or—”

	“Back up. When the ship came to shore, it did so with a sealed box. We only found the box a little after we cleaned up the initial mess. The infected individuals assaulted the officials working on the dock. Luckily, only three soldiers became sick. It didn’t take much to mow down the violently ill, as the video showed.”

	The video was horrendous, almost too well shot.

	“I saw the video. Was it the blood flying that infected the soldiers or proximity? That’s part of what I need to understand, is this thing airborne or fluid borne.”

	“None of the first soldiers on the dock became sick. It was three from the investigatory party. The attackers, it seems, were no longer contagious. There were three sickly individuals holed up in a small cabin below, with all the uninfected dead bodies. 

	“That is how we first learned about the variable gestation periods. All three men had contact at the same time, or close to it, assumedly, and yet the infliction took with each at different times. That’s the human element. 

	“However, when we moved one of the infected though not as of yet showing within sight of the man who already started into the final stage of transformation, he immediately took to change. It seems a suggestive relationship. The third man didn’t fully change and died in the process. We hope that relates to the human element.”

	Garcia stopped her again. “Hope?”

	“It’s possible I’m wrong about it being up to the individual carrier. The way the proximity to other stages works might suggest something else altogether. I don’t know what.”

	“You have a concern though?”

	“Let’s stick to the facts for now, okay?” Margaret needed that, the other possibility was too horrifying, and Wendell considered it unlikely. His disbelief was a safety blanket. “For a period, we didn’t understand much of this until the box opened again.”

	“That’s when you found the shrub? Your asshole partner said something about a shrub. A shrub does this?”

	“It’s not a shrub, it may look like a shrub, but it’s not organic. It lives and changes over the course of a day. The trunk is of a compound that we cannot place and the leaves and branches are of carbon tissue, almost like plastic, yet not plastic, and it’s alive, in a manner.”

	“Alive, how?” 

	“Alive as it has a task and it does that task. When the box opens, the leaves and branches appear in bloom, yet that’s not quite true. For two days, the phony leaves work like lungs, exhaling the infected air. That’s not all. It seems, some hear a sound.”

	“A sound?”

	“That I can’t explain from a scientific viewpoint. I’ve never heard it, and it does not register on any of the instrumentation. I am beginning to wonder if there are imposed levels of illness, as if some get so subtly infected that they appear fine right up to the moment of exterior metamorphosis. Some hear the sound. The instruments cannot pick this up.”

	Garcia clicked his tongue again. “Does this go with your hope or against it?”

	Margaret sighed. “Against it. If that’s the case, this thing is so advanced and complicated that it suggests a level of viral comprehension. Still, facts first. The sound is there, in a manner. I say sound because it relays a message beyond inane vibration. Sound takes an ear of sorts to hear.”

	“So, how do you know there’s a sound or vibration at all?”

	“Tree falling in a forest. Bear my explanation. This technology is far beyond us, or likely aside from us, and however it works, it appears to pick out people and it infects them quietly. It’s like taking off ducks in a row, plucking from the back in order to get them all. There was a member of our research staff and a graduate student, the researcher was very obviously sickly and died during the first stage. Somehow, he managed to infect the student. We haven’t been able to trace their crossing. 

	“That student came into contact with at least nineteen others before we noticed and quarantined the infected subjects. We numbered them and traced back how the situation fell together, missing only one stage. It was promising and we thought we might get our heads around the mystery of the box, but most of the subjects died off. It wasn’t like the fishermen. It never reached that stage.”

	“How so?” Garcia sounded impatient. 

	“That’s when we experimented with the facts we knew about the ship. First, we changed the environment. That was the ticket. It’s as if this thing needs fresh air, or at least the notion of it. Subject Thirteen lasted the longest. We gave him sun and the illusion of fresh air. He paced his cell endlessly until one day a researcher, a doctor, went and opened his chamber.”

	“Why the hell—?”

	Margaret cut him off. “Not his fault, this thing is different. I suspect, although Doctor Paget won’t speculate, that the doctor heard something, a call, an order. This is partly how I came to the conclusion about the sound. There was some need popped into his head and he opened that door and started a new life for the terror. In the video, he said, I hear you, I hear you.”

	“Hmm. So, the infected become deadly missionaries?”

	“No, I think it just wants to live and eat. It’s like any virus or infection in that sense, the more to eat and destroy, the better. But it’s much more sophisticated than the single-minded infections, viruses, and diseases we know. It’s proof of intelligent design. After the transformation comes to completion, the metamorphosis shifts need, and the individuals become frenzied and violent.”

	“Something like rabies? Is there a brain fever?” 

	“Just…it is equally intriguing as it is horrible. Leading up to the final transformation, the activity of the brain is quite limited in variety. However, it is not limited in activity. When the final stage hits, the activity flares and the body temperature rises. They are not so much people anymore, they’re something like monsters.”

	“What’s happening to their bodies? I see it and it doesn’t make sense.”

	“The discoloration occurs as the blood begins degeneration to match the transformed organs and brain. We have quite a collection of strange organs. The saliva and blood both darken and thicken while changing. The brain impulses work in a similar fashion. The slowed activity does not mean inactivity. The signals are constant and everywhere, the entire brain sending and receiving. That’s what I meant by limited variety and high activity. It’s intriguing, even exciting. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Still, it’s awful and difficult to fathom, like I said. There’s more to the transformation, the tongues and the eyes, the teeth, hands, and brainpan. I take it you have seen all of that on the video.”

	“I see something.” 

	“Also, we have no way of pinpointing the manner or substance of the degeneration beyond it’s changed appearance.”

	“Meaning what, exactly?”

	Here sat Margaret’s main concerns. “Meaning, if those two that fled are infected, there will be real trouble. Have you found them?”

	“Not yet. They appear to have stopped in a village northeast of Fork’s Road. How long until we know if there’s an outbreak on the brink? I need to report this in layman’s English.”

	“Variable gestation to be scientific. That means it’s not wise to put a number on uncertainty. However, I’d guess within a week, possibly three or four days, depending on how well it works in wide open spaces.” The notion of all this exhausted Margaret. 

	All but six of those contacted on the island had already fallen into degeneration to some degree. The variables removed by keeping everyone in the same room, an experiment suggested by Wendell, seemed to add nothing. It proved a theory for which they had already seen proof of happening. According to Wendell, dire situation or not, science was a numbers game.

	“I’ll call back if I need anything else.”

	“No, but—” Margaret started, but heard only dial tone.

	—

	Eased back in his seat, Bestwick lost interest in stopping any of the three vehicles driving through the small town at forty over the speed limit. The wonderful soup and grilled cheese was no longer wonderful in his memory, the worrisome sugar and caloric content of those donuts were lost forever. The thing taking over was so much better. Every need filled simultaneously and then overflowed. Once his shift ended, he didn’t return home. For the first time in more than a decade, he missed supper.

	Chastity and Scott ignored all open targets along the way and left the town proper behind. Nobody took notice of them when they stepped into the trailer park and visited with Chastity’s mother and little sister. Lisa Hendricks had a baby due any day, too pregnant for sitting at a desk, too pregnant for algebra. Everywhere the former lovers went, they spread wonderment and joy. 

	The baby in Lisa’s belly kicked itself to death. It was a pleasant death, and it was for the best. To Lisa, the kicks landed like a slow rain on a balmy summer evening. Next door, the neighbors, an elderly couple named Mason, were home watching mid-morning talk shows. They fussed little when Scott and Chastity entered. The old man didn’t take and fought all the way through until Scott’s tongue choked the life from his chest.

	Later, along the gravel road where it butted against asphalt, they stood before Scott’s apartment building. A three-floor rectangle with only twenty-one units. After visiting with Scott’s closest neighbors in their two-bedroom, the pair went to the manager’s office, kissed the manager good morning, and then shambled to the park. They found shady spots beneath trees and soaked in the beauty of the world around them. 

	Night would come and things would change. The wonderful feeling demanded payment. Soon enough, Friday night. Only natural that they show up at The Bear Claw. 

	 

	FOUR

	Friday had already been odd, even for a Friday, and it didn’t take much to settle on leaving early. Stacy bumped into a worried Linda between third and fourth periods. She’d called her mother three times since lunch and got no reply; then called Luna at the police station. Luna suggested that if Linda did get her mother on the phone that she tell her to answer the danged radio. The paramedics’ bus was MIA. Auxiliary paramedics—retirees willing to don the blue uniforms now and then—had filled in. Apparently.

	Stacy went to geography and found the teacher also missing. Geography was an elective and the second class of the day with Mr. Richards. Cody, Grady, and Aiden sat at a table at the back of the room. Stacy sat alone, Trish not in attendance—the third seat remained empty every day. Everybody else in the room had also been in Mr. Richards’ PE class. 

	The man was never late.

	Ten minutes passed. Students talked about that if a teacher wasn’t in class ten minutes after the bell, it meant the students had a free period. Nobody moved and ten became fifteen. 

	A mousy boy named Todd Smyk got up, packed his bag, and left. The trio of boys from the back table looked at each other and stood. Grady and Aiden stepped away and Cody plopped down next to Stacy. “Duck out early with us?”

	Stacy looked around. Two more students slung bags over shoulders. 

	“Are you going to walk me home?”

	Cody licked tight lips. “Yeah, okay.”

	Only three geography students waited. Bus students from the First Nation north of town. They were the only eleventh graders who carried cumulative averages above ninety percent. Of course, none of this trio knew that during Mr. Richards’ routine lunch hour walk through the park he came across a body lying in the leaves, did not know that when he shook this body, he saw black eyes peer up at him, long slender fingers reach out for his head, and a serpentine tongue of fantastic length and mobility dart between his lips, knew nothing of his gagging and coughing, nor of his falling down onto the body, breaking the radius and ulna bones in multiple places only to have these breaks go unnoticed. 

	About two hours later, Mr. Richards staggered along to his geography class. He stood in the doorway with glassy eyes and a pale complexion. 

	“The others all skipped,” Regina Harms said. 

	Michelle Cowpar glanced sideways at her friends and grinned. 

	Mr. Richards closed the door behind him and stepped to the front table where the trio sat. His hands snapped out over the faces of Geri Woods and Michelle Cowpar. Michelle’s eyes darted back and forth, her jaw stung under those powerful fingers and her insides turned to lava. She tried to scream, uncertain of what to think of Mr. Richards leaning forward and… Oh god, he’s kissing her! Is he going to rape us? He can’t! He can’t!

	Grey saliva dripped about Regina Harms’ chin and lips as the transformed tongue darted and secreted poison into the girl’s mouth and throat. 

	“You can’t!” Michelle screeched against the hand and then calculated a theory. He’d waited! He knew we’d stay and knew he could have us! That he can hurt us without anyone knowing!

	Michelle’s eyes widened as Regina, once the lips parted, slouched back with glazed bulbs. Michelle tried to scream. Then tried to bite down on the heavy, earthy scented palm.

	Mr. Richards pulled Geri Woods forward with his left hand and stretched out his horrible tongue, working it into her mouth. Michele had to look away. She was a good girl, such a good girl.

	Eyes closed, her ears perked up and the slurping terror intensified.

	“No!” 

	She dared to open her eyes when the wet sounds ceased. Geri, like Regina, slouched as if entranced.

	Mr. Richards’ lips had deepened in shade and he opened his mouth just as he let go of Michelle’s face. Michele screamed and gagged. She was choking. A hand entered her shirt, exploring, molesting…no, not my shirt! Under my skin. Not a hand! His tongue! She vomited as the man’s tongue bumped against her uvula. A spray of hot iced tea and Ritz crackers puddled down her shirt as the lips separated.

	Mr. Richards didn’t seem to notice. He opened the door and left the room. 

	Geri Woods and Regina Harms left after a time, while Michelle Cowpar sat in shock wondering just what had happened to her. Why did he? Why did he do it? I’m so good! I stayed and he still did it anyway!

	—

	Todd Smyk came home to a surprise: his parents were in the hammock in the backyard. What they might be doing grossed him out and he quickly heated two No Name pizza pockets, poured a glass of milk, and stepped down to his room where he’d spend the entirety of the night behind a locked door.

	Linda Hobart left school and found her father at home, confused as to the whereabouts of his wife and Linda’s mother. 

	Elsewhere, calls to homes and cellphones went unanswered, employees missed shifts, kids missed appointments, and friends missed coffee dates. 

	Patricia Brown’s parents were asleep when Stacy Kirkhope and Cody Wittman knocked on the door. The dog was anxious in the garage and Stacy let him out into the backyard. He pissed, smelled a few things, pissed again, and returned to the garage. Stacy was about to give up when Luis Brown answered the door in a shaggy bathrobe. 

	“Hey, Stacy, what’s happening?”

	“Just wondering what’s up with Trish.”

	“She wasn’t at school?”

	Stacy and Cody both shook their heads.

	Luis frowned and called over his shoulder, “Hey, Trish, are you home?”

	Buffy shouted something from their shared bedroom.

	“What’s that?” Luis shouted over his shoulder and then turned back to Stacy and Cody. “Just a second.” He let the screen door close. 

	The talking was audible, but the steel door muffled the words until Luis came back to the landing by the door, still shouting, “I don’t know. Stacy and her boyfriend say she didn’t go to school today.”

	Cody took it as a sign and leaned close to Stacy, his hand touched her hand. Pinky fingers hooked while the pair stared through the closed door.

	Buffy came out and demanded an explanation. Fingers unhooked immediately.

	—

	The trio of soldiers, fully rested, radioed home every hour only to remain oblivious to anything they ought to see around them. The voice on the other end of the line, a man named Garcia, suggested they look for certain traits in the locals, aside from the missing custodial employees. The suggestion that they watch for suspiciously unsteady individuals greying in pallor went misunderstood. 

	Russ Pink suggested that greying probably meant like fake die jobs. Then he said, “Probably all bullshit. Our punishment is to sit here like assholes for no good reason.”

	“Doubt it,” Eddy said. “Look at that.” He pointed to the sky out the driver’s side. 

	“Helicopters aren’t all that rare up here. Guys make their year’s living fighting fires in the summer. They stack their retirement fund offering rides and taking aerial photographs of people’s properties.” Cory hardly even looked at the chopper.

	“You sure?” Russ watched through the windshield as it moved east. “Looked like one of ours.”

	“How the hell could you even tell sitting in there?” Eddy snapped.

	“Chill,” Cory said.

	“I need some caffeine,” Eddy said.

	Cory hopped back into the jeep next to Russ and the pair watched Eddy step across the street and back toward the Petro Canada. Once certain he was out of earshot, Russ went into detail about how he thought Eddy Fuhr was a total dick. Cory agreed.

	—

	The Petro Canada variety store’s door buzzed when opened and Miriam Shields looked up from her cellphone. Eddy headed for the cooler and grabbed two tall cans of Monster Energy.

	Miriam opened her mouth. “Hey.” 

	“Hey,” Eddy said.

	“You haven’t seen that cop who was in here talking to you—?” She looked out the window as she spoke. Bestwick was across the gas station lot coming toward the building, on foot. “Never mind.”

	Drinks scanned, Eddy paid with the tap of his debit card and then left. He nodded to the cop limping toward him, but the cop didn’t acknowledge it. He stopped at the edge of the road to let a transport truck hauling two empty lumber trailers barrel past, then cast a glance back at the Petro Canada. The aged cop was locking lips with the frumpy old woman working the register. 

	Eddy grunted and returned to the jeep.

	“Did he have his cock out?” Russ asked.

	Eddy shook his head. “Get fucked.”

	“That one had big old grandma tits,” Cory said.

	“But, like, the milk’s gone bad,” Russ said.

	They laughed and Eddy fought to keep a grin from his lips. 

	—

	“There you are.” Arthur Shelton found Dr. Sing sitting in the secondary lab, alone.

	“Here I am. Did somebody else shift into a new phase?”

	All but one of the infected under observation bared physical signs of metamorphosis. That unchanged individual showed great annoyance at the cuffs on his wrist and the tent imposed over him. 

	“I don’t know. I had to get away from it. This thing is my fault in a way. If this is out and spreading, it puts a lot of heads at my doorstep.”

	Margaret shook her head with gentle reverence. “Not all your fault. It has a mind of its own, and it has wheels. It learns, I think. I mean viruses do that; it’s why you can’t get penicillin at the drug store without a prescription. Bodies and viruses adapt and survive. The trouble with us, as a species I mean, we tend to think we’re on the top of the food chain when we’re just the stuff that the top eats.”

	“Ah, thanks, I knew I could come to you to feel better.” The sergeant major barked a short and sad laugh. “You never answered my question earlier. I’ll take that as an answer. So, there’s no going back once shit gets in the system, fine. I watched the video. I’ve watched it so much I’m starting to think I can hear the message that that researcher heard. Open up, let him out. Open up, let him out.”

	Margaret tightened her expression. “You feeling all right? Any dizziness or slowed thoughts? Any euphoria?”

	“Euphoria, I wish.”

	“It’s possible you’re carrying and don’t know it. Hell, I’ve checked my blood four times today just to be sure that it’s exhaustion and stress that have me feeling less than optimal. How about a test?”

	The reflection of his eye in the mirror and that floating black blob settled over his memory. He already knew, without a doubt. But he was still him yet, he thought. More work needed done.

	“A little blood?” he asked and put his palm against the pistol holstered in his belt as he stepped toward the doctor.

	Margaret turned away and opened a cupboard. “Yes, sometimes it’s visible right away. If not, the test takes about half an hour, sometimes a little longer.”

	The leather safety button of the holster just below the hammer flicked open soundlessly. His hand fit so neatly over the handle.

	Margaret pulled a needle from a sterile package. She dropped the plastic and looked at the big man who stood only three feet from her side. 

	He’d begun rolling his sleeve up to his elbow.

	“So, if I’ve got it, then that’s it, right? I’m as good as dead.”

	Margaret inserted the needle into a fat blue vein and filled the tube with healthy-looking blood. “Good, so far.”

	“That’s not the same as being good though, is it? It attacks how it can and at the speed it needs to, right? Pretty much we’re all praying to God and hoping we picked the right religion.”

	“I’m working. You’re working. If I get sick, I’ll make note of my results, as long as I can, and act accordingly. But I’ll work on this thing until I can’t. There has to be something we don’t know yet and anything we discover is useful, even if I don’t live to see the end of it.” Margaret eyed the needle.

	“Admirable. What happens if my blood’s positive?”

	Margaret did not answer and instead said, “Check back in half an hour. I’ll know by then if the pathogen is present.”

	The sergeant major nodded and left. 

	Three soldiers stood by the pier door, smoking cigarettes. Arthur Shelton moved unnoticed until he’d entered one of the three dock sheds. He sat in a rescue vessel and withdrew his pistol. It was heavy, and promising. He pressed it to the underside of his chin. The steel was cool and smelled oily, the bore driving against his flesh, planting a circular indent. He began to squeeze the trigger, mulling over the chances that Dr. Margaret Sing’s blood test would read negative, despite what he saw.

	—

	Officer Joe Gerow started his shift as if it was a typical day, because so far, to him at least, it was a typical day. He drove into the station lot, parked his personal car—a pale blue, 1993 Ford Thunderbird 5L—and unlocked the second of two Winterstone police cruisers. 

	The first warning bell of change rang when he noticed that Bestwick hadn’t returned yet. Inside the station, Luna Watts gave him his second warning. “Nuthouse today. All morning folks called about missing people. All morning!” 

	“Hello to you too, Luna.” Officer Gerow poured a travel mug of Maxwell House from the Cuisinart. “Bestwick still out?”

	“That’s just it. Been MIA since before lunch. Then just an hour ago, he answered and said, ‘got it.’ That’s it! He sounded drunk, came out more like gawgded. I was going to bug him, but then the phone started ringing, and I can’t find the paramedics; had to get Rod Mooney and Norm Nixon to fill in and take the old bus to look in on some frantic woman that fell off her bicycle, but I guess she was fine; Rod and Norm said they’d stay on for the day if Hobart and Punch didn’t answer. It’s mighty damned weird, and if that damned Bev doesn’t come in… I can’t stay. I have plans!”

	The officer took a sip of his coffee. “That all of it?”

	“Hell no! Messages! Missing kids, missing parents, missing friends, people just asking if there’d been an accident or something ‘cause Sheila didn’t show up for coffee at the thirty-nine or Buddy didn’t come home from school. On and on. Then, just over the last hour, the other calls started coming in.”

	“Which calls are those?” Gerow wasn’t perturbed at all.

	The phone rang and Luna made a face. “Winterstone PD, is this an emergency?” Luna’s chin bobbed, holding eyes with the officer. “All right. Do you think that’s necessary…?” Luna shook her head. “All right, it’s been a busy day. Let me see if I can find them. Hold, please.”

	“Who’s that?”

	Luna chose a second line and dialled out, at the same moment, the switchboard began ringing again.

	“Goddammit!” She ended the secondary line. “Now the replacement ambulance ain’t answering! Jesus, Toni Popov’s on the line. She called earlier when her daughter didn’t come home from school to ask if there was an accident or something. There wasn’t, but now Gia’s back and they want a ride to Terrace to the ER.”

	“Tell her I’ll come out to see them.”

	“All right,” Luna relayed the message as Gerow gathered himself. “Now, about Bev.”

	“When are you supposed to be off?”

	“Three minutes ago.” Luna pushed back from the desk.

	“You can’t stay?”

	“I stayed late three Fridays in the last two months.”

	Gerow had no rank to tell her yes or no. Bestwick did, but where the hell was Bestwick?

	“You work tomorrow?”

	“Yeah, so if I’m gonna make anything of my weekend, I’m doing it tonight.”

	“You do the thing?”

	Luna smiled for the first time since Gerow arrived. She picked up the phone and punched in a few numbers, listened to a message, and punched in a few more.

	“There. See you tomorrow?”

	“Nope, I work tonight. Tomorrow and Sunday off.”

	“Lucky.”

	“See ya later.” Gerow waited until Luna left and then exited himself. He got into his cruiser and reached for the ignition when his phone began to ring. “Jesus H.” he said, popped the key in and pulled his cellphone from his pocket. “Winterstone PD, Gerow here.”

	—

	Cody shifted his hand in Stacy’s hand until eight fingers locked. It was only two blocks—sticking to the street—from Trish’s house to Stacy’s house. Holding hands again, without booze, even for that short time, was magnificent. When they reached her house, she was sure he was going to kiss her. He didn’t, but she knew he wanted her at the barn later. 

	“What are you doing home so early?” Stacy’s mother sat at the kitchen table drinking a coffee.

	“Oh, hey, I didn’t hear you come in,” she said, mellow, as if baked. “Am I early?”

	“You feeling all right?”

	Rachael Kirkhope leaned back on her chair. “Bad day and your dad’s not feeling great. I think we caught something at work.”

	The factory was a cesspool. Stacy heard all kinds of rumors. Small towns, people get bored. That kind of fluid swapping was bound to become airborne eventually.

	“You want me to make supper tonight?”

	Rachael turned to Stacy with a wide, odd smile. “Would you?”

	“Sure. Go watch a movie or something. You’re looking kind of pale.”

	“Great idea.”

	Rachael Kirkhope moved from her seat at the ancient kitchen table—inherited from Jim Kirkhope’s parents—to the living room. She flopped down on a brown leather couch that had only four credit card payments remaining on the forty-eight-month term. Stacy watched her and then tiptoed past her parents’ bedroom and began the search for something sexy within her closet. Trish most likely left the right kind of outfit in there.

	“Ahh, where are you?” Stacy hissed into the shadows of her closet. 

	After finding a blouse that smelled like body odor and cigarette smoke, Stacy ran a load of wash and sent out a text message to Trish. Nothing came back. She hopped on her computer and began scrolling.

	Cody had sent a message just after 6:00 PM. 

	No if u come yet?

	Not yet

	I real want 2 c u

	Stacy couldn’t help but to smile as she typed, Me 2

	The landline rang and Stacy waited for her mother to snap it up. There was a telephone at the end of the couch and she was right there. The ringing continued until Stacy rushed out into the living room to answer. Stacy’s wide-eyed mother stared at a powerless television. Something mega weird was going on. 

	“Hello?”

	—

	Buffy and Luis had forgotten about Pie. Luis paced the kitchen and Buffy started dialing numbers. Turned out a few other parents had misplaced children. Most laughed as it is Friday after all. A couple sets of parents cared for sickly offspring. Mostly though, the calls went unanswered. 

	Buffy dialed Trish’s cell dozens of times.

	“Okay. Okay. We need to calm down. What do we know?” Luis had opened and closed the refrigerator door thirteen times in the last three minutes. “It’s early. Maybe we’re overreacting.”

	Buffy placed the telephone back in its cradle and the red light on the base blinked. “There’s a message!”

	Luis continued adding the sum of what little he did know.

	“She went to school this morning, right? Or she put Pie out, or no—” Buffy swallowed something heavy as she listened to the message. An automated voice explained Patricia’s absence from all four classes. “She missed school, just like Stacy said.” Buffy hung up and then flipped open the ancient phonebook from the drawer under the telephone. She fought the urge to call the cops earlier. It was Friday after all.

	“So, no school. She took Pie out, had to or he would’ve pissed and shit in the house, right?” Luis asked the inside of the fridge staring down a half-thawed freezer lasagna.

	Buffy did not hear him. “Hello, this is Buffy Brown. Trish didn’t go to school today and there’s no…” Buffy trailed to let the officer talk.

	Luis finally noticed his wife, swung the fridge door closed. “What are they saying? Is that Bestwick? Let me talk.” Luis pinched a crab-like snap over and over with an empty right hand.

	Buffy swatted at him and listened as Officer Joe Gerow explained the situation. “Sickies?” Buffy said.

	The conversation continued for nineteen more seconds before ending abruptly.

	“Was that Bestwick?” Luis let his arm drop.

	“Gerow. He said there’s something going around and lots of people are not where they’re supposed to be. He said it’s Friday, just like everybody else said, and it’s too early to jump to conclusions.”

	“What?”

	“Yeah, that’s it!”

	Luis had tears in his eyes. “Maybe he’s right. I’m sure we’re just being crazy people.”

	“Why didn’t I toss out all that shit my sister buys her? Someone probably picked her up on the road, some perv in a fancy car. She’s probably already drugged and—”

	“Stop it!” Luis shouted.

	Pie began barking from the garage. Luis and Buffy faced the door. He barked again. It was 6:09 PM and the garage door creaked open before the door into the home slammed on its spring recoil. Patricia Brown stepped into the kitchen and collapsed.

	“Holy shit!” Luis shouted.

	Buffy ran to her daughter while Luis dialed 9-1-1. 

	“Oh, honey, honey,” Buffy cooed and cradled the girl.

	Luis slammed the phone home. “Gerow says there’s no ambulance. Says this is happening all over!”

	Buffy looked at the phone and then Luis, disbelieving. 

	“No ambulance coming?” 

	Luis slipped to his knees and tears dropped onto Trish’s scalp as she cradled the part of her head Buffy didn’t hold. “No. We’re supposed to put her to bed and wait it out. There’s something going on.”

	“Carry her to bed,” Buffy said.

	The harried parents stood awhile after placing the chilled, limp girl in her room. She was pale and splotchy. Her clothes were ripped.

	Seconds later, Buffy rushed out to the kitchen and dialed a number. “Stacy?” she said as the line connected.

	“Yeah.”

	“It’s Buffy Brown. Trish came home. She’s not right… She hasn’t…I mean you guys aren’t doing any heavy drugs, are you?”

	“No, nothing. We drink in the barn, but that’s it,” Stacy whispered this. “Should I come over and see her? What’s going on?”

	Buffy paused a moment. “Maybe tomorrow.”

	“You sure you don’t want me to come over?”

	“No, she’s sick. From the sounds of it, there’s lots of sick people in town.”

	“Yeah, and my parents both came home from work early. Mom’s acting like a zombie.” 

	Buffy looked at Luis who’d come out to the kitchen. “Oh, geez. I wonder what it is…maybe it’s one of those viruses from South America or Asia or something. You know, bugs come on those trailers from the ports and stuff, might be anything.” Hearing that Stacy’s parents were sick, strangely, made her feel better about her daughter.

	—

	As it was his job, a young officer named David Gerber monitored the police lines in Winterstone from the base outside Fork’s Road. Unbeknownst to him, from a facility north of Ottawa—Pontiac Point, a facility barely rumored to exist—a communications officer named Garcia monitored the Fork’s Road installment and the station on Farley Island. 

	Garcia had reported to his boss multiple times every hour since troops on the ground warmed toward movement. They had eyes in the sky and it didn’t yet appear conclusive enough to push on with a full-scale detainment of the small town. 

	On the highway in and out of Winterstone, military police conducted routine ride checks, looking for drunk drivers. Drivers had no reason to lie about stopping in Winterstone. Most had no reason to stop in Winterstone. Those who had been in Winterstone, found themselves corralled down a logging road and collected for temporary surveillance.  

	 

	
FIVE

	Dr. Margaret Sing sat back after recognizing the results of Arthur Shelton’s test. It took minutes, but eventually she rose from her stool and sought the sergeant major. 

	Dr. Paget monitored a half-dozen specific cases in the lab. “Have you seen Arthur Shelton?” Margaret asked.

	Wendell turned. He looked as tired as she felt. “Why would I want to see him?”

	“I ran a test on his blood. We need to secure him.”

	Wendell smiled. “Down goes another of our great protectors.”

	“Why are you such an asshole?” 

	Wendell squinted. “When was the last time you tested your own blood?”

	“I tested it when I tested Arthur’s blood. I’ve tested it five times today. I’m not the issue here. Wait, have you been testing your blood?”

	As Margaret spoke, she imagined a sickness so smart that it controlled input received. That when she tested blood, her addled mind misread the information. 

	“I’m testing my blood hourly.” Wendell turned his attention back to the window.

	“Do we need to test each other, to be certain we’re reading it correctly?”

	“No. That’s not necessary. I’ve quarantined nine others, by the way. There are no more handcuffs for them. They’re locked in the custodial office.”

	“Who?”

	“All military personnel. Don’t worry. I stripped them of their uniforms and weapons. They’re all asleep. Demerol.”

	Margaret shook her head and blinked as she drank this in. Not good. If more were sick, people far from contact with those under quarantine, then it was possible anyone was next, and all the safety protocols were essentially hapless. She counted off the dead and then those under quarantine. Minus two escapees.

	“Numbers. What is it total then?” she said.

	“Twenty-nine graduate students. Twelve doctors, including us. Six remaining maintenance employees and forty-two military personnel.”

	“How many infected now?”

	Wendell ignored her.

	“How many infected now?”

	Wendell exhaled and counted in his head; his eyes bounced as if ticking off faces. “Sixteen grad students. Seven researchers. Four custodians. Twenty-nine army. No wait. Thirty with the sergeant major.”

	“How do you suppose the nine additional military personnel came into contact with it?”

	Wendell shrugged and opened a laptop. 

	Margaret had already wasted enough time. She had to find Arthur Shelton. 

	The compound on Farley Island covered the entirety of the limited land available. The southeastern corner of the island was a reserved, provincial wildlife zone—research purposes. If Arthur Shelton went out into what was essentially five square miles of wilderness. She’d never find him. 

	The very idea of sequestering anybody else seemed almost cruel. By now, all on the island knew that the illness was beyond serious.

	She reached the exterior doors. The wooded area was to the left and the beach was to her right. She opened the door. A group of four research students eyed the Pacific. 

	“What are you doing?” Margaret asked them, suspecting they might become an issue.

	Mist hovered above the cool blue water. The sun was pink. The graduate students all wore sweaters—UBC across the front in navy blue—and stretchy black pants. The contrast between the colors made the students seem shadowy, ill-fated. Which they were.

	“Dr. Sing, we were just—” one started.

	Margaret interrupted. “This is a worst-case scenario. We need heads focused and working. I know what you’re thinking, but you’ve already been exposed.”

	None answered. Margaret waited to let it sink.

	Finally, another said, “We were just watching the water.” 

	They then turned and walked back to the door.

	“Hey, how long were you out here?”

	“Too long,” one said without turning.

	“Did you see Arthur Shelton come out here? The sergeant major? The man in charge?”

	They hadn’t. Margaret gave a second look toward the woods. If he was there, she wasn’t even going to look. She headed north along the gravel path. To her right, the beach dropped away. In the past, she’d seen men and women sitting on the edge, dangling their legs, watching for whales and sea lions. It was vacant and quiet. She reached a security gate that sectioned the outdoor aspects of the compound. Code punched into a keypad attached to a four-foot post; the lock buzzed, and she swung open the gate.

	It appeared nobody stood between her and the pier at the far edge of the island. She went down to the boat sheds to look for missing crafts. Not that she knew how many there were but expected there’d be boats in every parking spot—except that one.

	Dim inside, Margaret blinked at bobbing powerboats floating between dock rows. She listened to the swish and splash of the ocean beneath her feet. It lulled her and she stumbled sideways, almost falling into the water when she heard Arthur’s voice.

	“I hope I didn’t make you sick.”

	“Geez! What are you doing out here?”

	“I knew before you gave me the test. I came out here to kill myself.”

	“Oh. But you didn’t.” 

	Margaret watched as the man rose from the bench where he sat and pointed his pistol at her. She took a step backward. Her right heel caught between two boards, and she fell flat on her ass. A loose plank of wood rattled as if laughing.

	“I didn’t. It’s obvious what the right thing to do is. I don’t really want to, not anymore. I didn’t make you sick, did I?”

	Margaret’s breaths quickened. “I’m not sick. Please, don’t kill me. I can figure this out. I can.”

	“I hear it, you know? It’s been calling for about five minutes now. It’s like wandering the desert for days and seeing a water fountain. Drink. Drink. It’s so obvious that I should do what it says.”

	“It’s telling you to drink?” Margaret harbored a shiver in her voice. 

	“What? No. It’s telling me to kill you and then let go. I don’t think it gives everyone the chance to choose, do you?”

	Margaret shook her head. “Please. You’re sick. It’s this thing. This evil, horrible thing. You don’t want to kill me.”

	“That’s where you’re so utterly wrong. Aiming at you and squeezing off a dozen rounds would feel like I’m drinking from that water fountain in the middle of the desert.” Arthur Shelton stepped forward as he spoke and tilted his pistol toward the fallen doctor. “Pop, pop, pop and I’d be in glory. I know it. A great thirst quenched.”

	Margaret closed her eyes and considered her failure. As she ran through the list of people she wasn’t going to help, a bang jarred her eyes open. The fine spray of blood pattered over her face. The body thumped in contact with the dock.

	She gasped, sprang to her feet, and looked down on the massive corpse for two heartbeats before breaking for the door. The warm moisture of the man’s tainted blood spread onto her cheeks, her eyebrows, her lips. She stripped naked at the door and then dove from the dock into the ocean. She rubbed her face and body.

	She climbed out after rinsing and began running again, thinking how quickly things like this went from one person to another. She swung open the door, sprinted down the hall, and reached the lab door. Wendell Paget watched her as she stepped out of the detoxification chamber between the observation lab and the observation room.

	“Test me!” she shouted, covering her breasts with her left arm and her pubic region with her right hand.

	—

	Tears rolled her cheeks. Margaret entered her office and tossed the sealed test dish onto her desk. From a locker, she retrieved fresh clothing. Matching bra and underwear—white, cotton, concealing—white socks, tight brown slacks, and a black t-shirt. Once dressed, she dropped behind her desk and dialed out to Fork’s Road, knowing if it were possible, she’d reach Garcia. It took three tries, one after another, before Garcia answered the patched lines.

	“Doctor Sing here, Mr. Garcia. There is a problem.”

	“Oh?”

	“Sergeant Major Shelton was infected. Nine more are infected. Shelton killed himself. He also explained something to me. I was correct about the sound. I don’t know if it’s coming from the box itself or if it’s another stage of the transformation.”

	“Whoa, whoa. Firstly, I need something from you. We’re readying on the likelihood that the custodians were infected.”

	“Is this out?” Margaret shook the dish as if that had the power to quicken the reaction.

	“Didn’t say that. If we have to move, we can’t stop to ask questions. Contingency plans only work if they’re ready.”

	“Fine, but I need something from you.”

	“Questions first, then I’ll get you whatever you want. All right?” Garcia was brisk, would’ve sounded rude under different circumstances.

	“Fine, ask.”

	 “Is this reversible?”

	“You mean the degeneration? No, in simple terms, no. These people are no longer people by the end, their brains function differently, their organs function differently, and the individuality, so it appears, disappears. Shelton revealed the possibility of something, but I’m far from understanding or imagining how a cure might work. Simply, once the body degenerates, those visibly infected are basically dead.” 

	“What was different about the sergeant major?”

	“Doesn’t matter right yet. I can’t imagine a fix for those that succumb to the physical degradation. Those infected and those who do not appear infected, are something to study. That’s all I can say for now without delving into speculation.”

	“What about hearing? You said—”

	“Don’t worry about that yet.”

	“Okay, what is the reason behind the box? What function is there to changing people this way?”

	“I have an idea. It’s hard to fathom, although even Paget doesn’t seem so averse to it.” Margaret took a deep breath. “Okay. So, the bodily changes include predetermined steps. Spread. Gestate. Destroy. Limitlessly deteriorate. If this box is here by design, sent from elsewhere in the universe or from another universe, then it makes sense that such a line of steps lead to one thing.”

	“Little green men? 

	“Unless the Russians or the Chinese have this—”

	“They don’t,” Garcia said. “What’s the one thing?”

	“Seems the box is a removal system. It doesn’t really matter why or how it all works, not yet. It appears the mutations are here to pollute some, set the mutated to destroy others, and eventually if the result finds enough hosts, it ends our habitation. An eradication tool, simple as that.”

	“FISH.”

	“Fish?”

	“Fighting in someone’s house. Sweep and clear. Jesus, the box is creating cleaners.”

	“Cleaners.”

	“One more thing. In the frantic stage, are they difficult to kill?”

	“Not from behind a wall. They’re energetic and ignore consequence. They act. They’re still mostly typical organics and they use motor skills they’ve used all their lives. Also, you can tell the sickly by their skin and eyes. They’re even soft inside, bones I mean.”

	“Handy.”

	“Meaning, you don’t need to wipe out everyone. We even have six in contact that haven’t shown any signs of change, yet…I mean if they’re not showing, they’re not so dangerous. Though there is a chance that someone apparently immune can act as a carrier, but there’s no proof, yet. We might find something. I mean if we have more time—”

	“Time, we don’t have.”

	“Sure, but you’re giving a report and I’m guessing there’ll be some cataclysm, natural or otherwise and the news will report a lie. Based on your report, troops storm and slaughter. That is if it gets out, if nothing happens, then there’s no worry. But these are people and not everyone in contact becomes sick.” 

	Garcia took a loud breath. “What did you need from me?”

	“Help. I need soldiers in gas masks with rifles. I need people. I can’t trust that we’ll recognize it every time someone has contracted—” Margaret paused as she stared at the dish on her desk.

	“Dr. Sing?”

	“Just get me soldiers. Goodbye, Mr. Garcia.” She dropped the phone. 

	The dish before her featured two distinctly separate blobs. One grey and one blood red. She was clean. She tossed the dish into the garbage. An idea came to mind while she spoke to Garcia. She gathered what she needed to run tests on a potential bodyguard, one of clear mind and blood.

	—

	At sundown, Eddy Fuhr decided to take a walk. The guys were raking at him, and something heavy. He traveled the main drag until he reached the final shadowy street and took a left down a mostly residential block. Large, unkempt trees loomed and mingled with the powerlines running overhead. The homes were in various levels of repair; obviously there was no block standards committee. 

	An elderly woman stumbled drunkenly toward him. Maybe not drunk. She appeared distressed. Eddy clasped his hands on her shoulders and stopped her wayward motion.

	“Ma’am, are you okay?”

	The woman’s dark eyes glinted the pink lingering in the western sky. She wetted her lips and opened her mouth, thought a moment, and then snapped her jaw closed. A tongue rolled over her lips again and then she said, with a heavy sigh, “I can’t find my house.”

	Eddy turned the woman so that the streetlight glowed on her pale brown cheek. Wrinkles carved a history long beyond Eddy’s years. “Do you know where you live?”

	The woman shook her head. A large purse hung from a strap slung over her shoulder. Ratty tassels dangled plastic beads. “With my husband. Gilbert is there and I don’t…”

	“Do you have a licence or a services card?”

	Her eyes widened. “It’s all in my purse! Where did I put my purse?”

	Eddy said, “Here,” and the woman leaned close to him, breathed hot, sour air on his throat. He shivered and peeled the zipper backwards. The pocketbook was amid a forest of tissue and tiny cream bottles. He opened the pocketbook, the woman leaned even closer, her mouth was against his flesh. The top of her head pressed gently against Eddy’s shoulder. He gave a soft push. The woman teetered and straightened.

	“I need to go home. I am very tired.”

	“Does twenty-nine Chester Street sound right? Is that where you live?” Eddy held the wallet open a second before dropping the wallet back into the cavernous purse.

	“That’s where me and Gil always lived!” The woman laughed with relief. 

	Eddy doubted Chester Street was far. “Stay right here, I’m going to read some signs.”

	“You’re such a nice boy. Thank you.”

	“Sure thing, ma’am. Just stay right here and I’ll be back.”

	Eddy took off the way he’d come, jogging to the corner. Around the block, it was good to move around after the endless day stuck in the jeep. Past six more houses, Eddy came close enough to the next street sign to read the word CHESTER. Simple as that, the old woman had misplaced her home by one block.

	Eddy hurried back to where he’d left her. She was gone. “Anita?” he called out after pausing a moment to remember the name on the card. He ran further up the street. “Anita Hotsun?”

	The street was dead. Lights burned in homes, but not a pedestrian or automobile moved along the shadowy path of cracked asphalt and fallen maple leaves. Back toward the highway, Winterstone’s main street, music took on the night. Generic, everybody’s happy, rock music. 

	“Fuck it.” 

	Eddy started his return to the jeep. The Petro Canada was bright on the dark skyline. Inside, a young man stood behind the register. Stark straight. The neon lights of The Bear Claw came into view. 

	—

	“Mom says Trish’s got some kind of crazy brain flu,” Aiden Ellis said and then swallowed a mouthful of stolen whiskey mixed with apple juice. He grimaced.

	They got to the barn before the others. Aiden rarely slept over due to his mother’s endless worrying. This made it important to get away early. Catch a nice glow before he pulled a Cinderella. Cody wanted an early buzz as well, shave off the nervous ridges. 

	“Your mom thought SARS was the end of the world,” Cody said and snatched the bottle from Aiden.

	“Was the end of the world for some people. She’s more on the Zika virus lately. Going nuts about me taking away mosquito breeding grounds.”

	“Meaning she has you doing what?”

	“Mostly just tipping shit over. I don’t know, I guess mosquitoes bang in pooling water or something.” Aiden took the bottle back and sipped. “Man, she made me kick all the puddles out of the driveway before school on Tuesday. She acts like there’s some big orgies going on or something. Fucking mosquito season’s done two months ago!”

	“Your mom would know about mosquito orgies.” Cody nudged Aiden with an elbow.

	“You hear from your mom lately?” Aiden changed the subject, partially to jab back for the mosquito comments.

	An old Zenith tube TV with a PS2 attached via component router sat on a crate against a wall. For whatever reason, the power remained connected to Gordy Reese’s barn. The old man was burning nickels, but it was handy for the gang.

	“No. Don’t care either,” Cody said.

	His mother ran off almost a year earlier. She took Cody’s younger sisters with her and left Cody with his father. It turned out his little sisters—three months, one year, and two years—were only half-sisters and Cody’s mother had a boyfriend. The boyfriend took a job in the Yukon and took his girlfriend and his kids with him.

	That left Cody with his father. His father was a nasty drunk and drunk often enough that Cody spent as much time as possible away from the house. The man put a dark smudge on all of them. It made it easier on Grady and Aiden that blaming Cody for their trouble was a suitable option. Nobody’s parents held bad influence wholly against Cody since his father was such a shit. 

	Aside from the television, there were four walls, the makeshift table, the old camping chairs, and an Apple docking station. Until Grady, Trish, or Stacy arrived with their iPhones, the station remained empty. Aiden had a Windows phone and Grady had a pay-as-you-go Kyocera. 

	Trish wasn’t coming. They hadn’t heard from Grady since school, so the numbers for the night remained a mystery. Grady’s parents were wealthy; Grady typically had money for better booze, if he found someone of age willing to purchase it for him. If not, and he begged, his parents had a wine cellar they’d let him take bottles of stuff they didn’t like, but had purchased multiples of. 

	If they couldn’t get liquor any other way, Cody had an uncle who made cider. The previous season’s batch always had leftovers, nasty as that was.

	—

	Stu Cohen watched through the kitchen window as he blew on a cup of tea. Dark out, and beyond the bay glass, little moved in the streets and yards. Hours earlier, he saw a police cruiser pulling to a stop down the block. He’d listened to the radio for information, but it had ceased its offerings. 

	Listening in was a hobby grown naturally from living in the small town. The fire department hadn’t made a peep since lifting the fire ban three weeks earlier—they didn’t often use the radios. The police and ambulance chattered regularly and moved about, dripping tidbits, locations, issues, and so on. For thirteen or fourteen hours, the radio was hectic with action, right until four in the afternoon. At 4:01 PM, the ambulance stopped reporting back. By and by, the station had stopped sending calls out to officers. Bestwick wasn’t answering Luna and after shift change, Gerow became the only voice, calling into the void. The quiet was abnormal in both the business and the nature of calls. Prowlers in the neighborhood and neighbors prowling. Mostly, it was the missing and sickly. The auxiliary paramedics filled and harbored worry in their responses. It was a two-hour drive to the nearest hospital. 

	The whole thing was weird and, in a way, exciting. 

	Stu lived in Winterstone only four years. He’d moved up from Nevada. He wrote content and created visuals on Photoshop for six men’s websites. This work paid the bills, but it was not a passion, more like a career by default. He wrote short stories that he sold—when he found a buyer—under the nom de plume Godric Azhur. Mostly futuristic erotica. Some science-fiction romance, men and women with robots, men and women with creatures from other planets, men and women with a third and industrious sex brought on by otherworldly evolution. 

	The unnatural sex he wrote about made him blush, it also gave him a hard-on.

	Imagining all of the sudden sleeping beauties around town gave him a few ideas. Coma relations as the sleepers travelled into other dimensions. Wet dreams so involved that the dreamer was unable to come back to life. Secret orgy societies dwelling invisibly, stopping the time of an individual to make love to the waking, but helpless figure.

	He planned to spend the entire morning on one of his three best ideas. That was if another didn’t come along while he slept. It also wasn’t yet clear which excited him most, in a physical sense. This was always the kicker.

	Stu Cohen sipped his tea and gazed out at the orange light cast down from the streetlamps, envisioning a coma world of golden mountains, flowing blood and throbbing—

	A small woman shuffled past his window. Close-knit town, he recognized her, but didn’t know her name. Typically, the woman drove wherever she went, was not the roaming around type. He leaned over his sink as she moved from view. Her arms were out at her sides, palms down and fingers open, as if attempting to keep balance. Her jaw hung slack, and her feet kicked with tiny dragging steps. 

	“Weirdo,” he said.

	—

	Stacy gave her mother all the typical chances. Almost like a tradition, the woman voiced worry for the girl: hanging out with so many boys instead of girls wasn’t right, receiving gifts from boys was trouble, Trish, although agreeably feminine, was a bit of a slut, Winterstone was a small town and word does travel. 

	Stacy’s mother regaled her with tales of yore. Rachael’s own aunt—dead now—was sent off during an unwanted pregnancy. Beauty school they’d called it back then. Stacy always offered her mother a yeah, yeah as if it was her line in a script they played out weekly. Nothing Rachael said was going to change things.

	Though, the idea of pregnancy chilled her to the core. She didn’t know exactly what she wanted from life, but did know she didn’t want a baby, not yet. 

	Stacy stood in the living room where her mother remained on the couch. “I’m going out now. Going to go hang out with the guys,” she said. 

	The shirt she’d found belonged to Trish and had a low cut neck and over-sized sleeve holes that showed a view of her bra—black—whenever she reached in any direction. She wore yoga pants and fuzzy pink socks. There was a space heater in the granary if they got cold, but it was almost always cool. 

	“Trish isn’t coming out. It will just be me sleeping over with the three boys. Mom, are you listening?”

	Rachael Kirkhope looked at her daughter. Eyes like rain on glass. 

	“Are you okay?” Stacy asked. She’d come out of her room a few hours earlier when she heard her father stomping around and then a door slamming. “Where did Dad go?”

	Rachael rolled onto the floor. There was a crunch and the woman looked up at her daughter. 

	“You drunk or something?”

	Rachael blinked at Stacy. Stacy saw wandering black blobs that she did not want to see. The woman had whatever was going around. Stacy hurried away, jogging all the way to Reese’s barn. The further she got from home, the less likely what she saw seemed possible. She pushed open the granary door.

	“Hey. I didn’t get anything.” Stacy pulled the door closed behind her. 

	“Aiden scored some whiskey, and I brought cider. Reliable, cruddy cider. Just pull out the moldy chunks and enjoy the sweet and sour burn of rotten apples,” Cody said with a big goofy smile.

	“Eww. I’m on a cider-free diet.” Last time she drank it, she barfed, wasn’t even drunk. A hunk passed down her throat and made her gag. It all came back up.

	“Cider’s good for what ails ya,” Aiden slurred.

	Stacy shook her head, eyes meeting Cody’s. There was heat there. Good heat.

	“You say that now but wait ‘til we’re out of whiskey and you’re still thirsty and there’s nothing else to drink.” Cody swigged off the apple and whiskey, grimaced, and held out the bottle for Stacy.

	She took a sip and stuck out her tongue. “That’s bad. Why’s it so strong?”

	“Get you drunk quicker,” Aiden said. “A few sips and you don’t even taste it anymore.”

	Stacy put down the half-empty two-liter jug and fiddled with her hand-me-down iPhone and the Apple docking station. Outside the door, a steady clink-clank stepped closer. It sounded like beer and everyone perked up. They watched the closed door.

	A boot hit wood three times. “It’s me!”

	Stacy moved away from the TV and the docking station, just as a pre-song hum of building rhythm crawled from the little speakers.

	“Hey, open the do—Oh.” Grady grinned. “I come bearing gifts…sort of.” 

	“What the hell is that?” Cody asked as he stood and lifted a four-pack of bottles from the cardboard flat.

	Grady set the flat down. “Okay. So, I bumped into Marcus Gerow, and he said he’d get me a case of booze if I gave him twenty bucks. I told him that was fine. So, I give him sixty-five bucks thinking he’d get a two-four of beer and then keep the change, probably still demand twenty, but whatever, I got Mom’s debit card. Instead, the fucker comes out with this shit, gives me a loonie and a nickel and demands his twenty-bucks.”

	“Woody’s Grapefruit,” Stacy said as she read the bottle. “I knew you loved me, and I forgive you.” She knocked the cap off the bottle with the lip of the ancient rope spindle they used as a table. 

	—

	For the first time since taking her position on Farley Island, Dr. Margaret Sing worried about those around her. Nobody was trustworthy. The manner in which the sickness infected and then manipulated Arthur Shelton was horribly knowing and all too aware. 

	She passed the same hallway sentinels she’d run by earlier. Head down, eyes on the floor. Near the door to the pier, a hallway wound toward the living barracks and a common area shared by the military personnel. She entered a shared space. Three men and two women sat around a table eating noodles.

	“Does anyone feel ill?” she asked.

	They all looked at the doctor and then at each other. 

	One spoke, “I actually…uh, hell I don’t know. Maybe I’m just paranoid.” 

	Margaret read his sewn nameplate. Knisley. “Okay, I want two of you to come with me, and you, Mr. Knisley, you, too.”

	This was a ruse. The thing inside was not likely to volunteer for a test.

	Unless it hasn’t yet taken its hold.

	Arthur accepted the test!

	That’s why I brought two others.

	What if they’re all infected?

	The plan had flaws. No turning back, the soldiers followed her into the secondary lab where she tested Knisley. The two supposed security guards stood solemnly over the doctor and the worried man. The doctor and the subject chatted. He was a normal boy. Grew up in small town Southern Ontario. His parents were farmers. He had a girlfriend who lived in Fork’s Road and a baby on the way.

	Time moved slowly and Margaret ran out of topics while watching the blob. Eventually, as if setting light to invisible ink, two distinct semi-circles formed in the dish. He was clean. 

	“Negative,” Margaret said. “If you’re both feeling fine,” the two others nodded, “then you can go.”

	The man named Knisley rose to follow and a hand gripped his elbow.

	“Actually, I was wondering if you wouldn’t help me with a few things.”

	The soldier shrugged. The others lingered a moment before leaving. Margaret spied them, certain they were no longer friendlies. 

	“What’s your first name?”

	“Owen, ma’am.”

	“I am Margaret, and you are Owen. We are both healthy and that is good. Others are not healthy.”

	Owen Knisley pouted a lip. “You mean some people might be sick and not showing it, but knowing it?”

	“Something like that. Like double agents in a spy film. All I need is a bodyguard that keeps it possible for me to define healthy from sickly without bringing about attention. At least until help arrives.”

	“Help?”

	“Don’t worry, just some extra back-up. What you need is a gun or rifle or whatever is handy. I’m not sure if you carry rounds or—”

	“My service pistol is in my’ locker. I have one clip of live ammunition. If I need more, the armory closet is locked. Sergeant Major Shelton has a key. We can ask him for help. If…what?” 

	“He took his life earlier. It got to him, killed him before he was physically dead. I assume his remains are still in one of the boat sheds, along with a set of my clothing.”

	“Were you…? Was he and you…?” Owen blushed.

	Margaret actually smiled. “No. Get your gun and meet me back here. And don’t tell a soul. This is between you and me.”

	—

	Buffy stayed most of the evening at her daughter’s bedside. Luis stopped in now and then to check on them, ask about whether or not the girl had awoken. She hadn’t, really, just opened her eyes twice, snapped them back shut twice. He stepped out to the living room to watch television. 

	Buffy stroked Patricia’s hair. The girl had paled, even greyed, and when her eyes opened, the pupils seemed to fill the entire space, like black marbles. She decided that come first light, she and her daughter had to head south to the hospital in Terrace. 

	Buffy eventually fell asleep next to Trish. It was almost midnight when she awoke and walked into the living room to explain her plan to Luis. Working the overnight shift for another week meant there was no weekend adjustment. The television showed a mindless infomercial. Fit twenty-somethings spoke at the wonders of some such workout plan. Buffy looked at Luis. The station going unnoticed, the video feed seemed ready to continue forever, without welcoming eyes or ears. 

	“Luis?” 

	Buffy picked up the remote and meant to hit the power button and instead hit the pause button. Annoyed, she tossed the remote onto the couch. The corner of a throw pillow struck the forward button. The picture on the screen moved in slow motion. A tanned face in close-up vibrated in minute single-frame changes. 

	Luis leaned back in his recliner, his eyes wide and his eyeballs pure black.

	“Luis?” 

	Buffy sat on the corner of the coffee table next to a beer can and an emptied bag of microwave popcorn. She put a hand on her husband’s knee. He turned his face toward her. The veins in his hands had gone fat and ropey; the veins in his neck were similar. 

	“What’s wrong?” 

	She shook him, gently at first and then with more emphasis when his only reaction was to turn his head and look away from her. There was something terribly wrong. Suddenly, father looked as bad and possibly worse than daughter.

	“Talk to me.”

	Luis, with his pulsing veins, paled skin, and midnight eyes stretched his jaws wide and his tongue darted, aimed between her purple lips. 

	“Wha—!” Buffy stood up as she yelled, backed away a step.

	A fast hand snapped out and the recliner fell into the straight position. Luis’ touch was cold and his fingers seemed strangely tipped, pointed even, beneath the flesh. 

	“Luis.” The word bubbled on a damp gasp. “Luis.”

	The sick man pulled Buffy forward and planted his mouth over her mouth. Buffy struggled against the hold and the horrid breath rising from her husband’s throat. The lips sealed as if with glue and she suffocated on the tremendous flow and the horror it created. His thin tongue darted, seeking throat and eventually found the trail leading to lungs.

	She tried to cry out. The world slid to a narrow view and panic was the only possibility. Blinking slower and slower until the blood traveling to her brain lacked oxygen, she fell limp. Luis let go, reeling his tongue as she dropped. 

	Buffy puddled on the floor like a lump of fleshy formality. Husband stepped over wife, through the marital living room, through the marital kitchen where husband had learned to cook at a beginner’s level and where wife perfected magic on a tin can budget. 

	None of this meant a thing anymore.

	Luis stepped in socked feet out through the creaky screen door. Pie whined and, timidly, nudged at Luis’ hand. Luis stopped and bent, blew a sour breath and stretched a long slim tongue into the dog’s nose. Pie yipped and ran for cover. He shrugged, moving only just perceptively, that little bit of Luis still in there, peeking from behind the dark curtain that had enveloped him.

	He stepped out into the night. On his right was a string of homes like his own, small families in small houses. To his left much of the same. Directly across the street was a home featuring a huge cast. The block was dead. A streetlamp flickered into life on its two-minute timer, another light down a ways switched off. Luis crossed; his socked feet chilled by the damp asphalt. 

	There was a hinge whine as he shuffled inside the main door. Now and then, a wave of unbalance short-circuited his abilities. He opened the first bedroom door along a wide hallway.

	“Daddy?” a tiny female voice asked.

	Luis saw two bed lumps amidst the darkness and moved to the wakeful girl.

	“Daddy?” 

	Luis planted the girl’s shoulders to the mattress and before a scream erupted, he secured his lips around her lips, wiggled his expansive tongue, pushing out more and more, letting the wonder in his mind dance and explode with euphoria. She stopped moving and he stopped pushing. Reeled back the slippery tool between his lips, he turned his attention. 

	“Dad, you woke me up,” said the other girl. 

	 

	SIX

	The soldiers in Winterstone finally agreed fully on something. The task was shit and going for a beer was no less stupid than taking turns napping. 

	At 23:00, Russ and Cory deemed it necessary to scout for Miss Strong and Mister Hoover inside The Bear Claw. Just in case they hid in plain sight, and if there was available sustenance, then so be it. Annoyed again, Eddy let them go. Of course, they’d go first. It was a thin lie, but it was their thin lie. 

	For a few hours, a good crowd trickled in, most swaying drunkenly in small groups, before entering the bar. It was fascinating to watch the people completely oblivious to voyeur eyes. 

	“Your turn soon enough,” he said and tried to lean in the stiff driver’s seat.

	—

	Inside the bar, four individuals stood like statues three feet from a wall, as if too drunk to risk a step. Russ and Cory both sipped Molson Canadian from brown bottles. For thirty minutes, one remained inside, nursing his beers, while one went out and swapped places with the man by the radio. The second shift put Cory out listening to the radio.

	There were a few attractive women drunkenly swaying, making gaga eyes at the uniforms. Eventually, the women approached and offered to drink with the men in green, so long as the men paid for the beverages. The sober soldiers laughed and the drunken women stormed away on slushy barfly legs. As the night progressed, a few more drinkers became like statues. It was odd.

	A little after 01:00, Russ Pink sat in the jeep with the windows down observing the nearly lifeless town. Two figures staggered up the street, a man and a woman. From the mirror, he spied them until he saw them through his window.

	His heart jumped. His grip tightened on the door handle. He’d stared for many hours at those faces from the photographs. “Nah,” he said. He guessed that in the shadows, anybody might look like the fugitives.

	Nineteen of the allotted thirty minutes had drifted by like a smoggy haze on an August afternoon. Russ tapped his left index finger on the steel of the outer door panel in time with the rock-country tune coming from within the bar. He’d been with the military ten months since basic training and had wished for deployment, he needed that experience under his belt, to have the unknowing figured and fondled, to understand the world beyond the world. To be a soldier with marks and scars.

	As he pondered sandy places and pulled triggers, a voice called up the street, howling as it moved, “Get…! Fuckin’ leave me! Go…away!”

	It was a young man. Russ recognized him as the evening busboy from Dine on 39 where they’d taken turns eating meals. The restaurant had closed several hours earlier. Apparently enough time had passed to piss off a girlfriend.

	The longer Russ watched, the less it seemed what he thought. The young man stumbled and tripped as he took to a brief sprint up the middle of the street. The woman fell on him immediately. It wasn’t Russ’ job to referee domestic disputes, but the woman was savage. Still.

	“Hey, stop it!” Russ popped out of the jeep.

	The young man on the ground struggled beneath the strangely elongated hands of the woman. She lowered her face against the young man’s mouth, and Russ grabbed hold of her shoulder.

	“Off him, lady.”

	She turned and he recognized some features from her picture. The more he stared into the black bulbs, the less she looked like Kelly Strong. There was no doubt, though. She had changed her face, somehow, sure, but this was her, no damned doubt. 

	“You, you ne-need—” Russ stammered excitedly. 

	“Help…me,” the busboy moaned.

	Russ latched onto Kelly Strong. His fingers sank as a bone cracked. The busboy ceased his struggle and Russ tossed the woman backward. She’d turned her attention mid-swing, her thin black tongue stretching, her blackened lips parting wide, and her long fingers digging divots into Russ’ flesh as she stumbled and fell. 

	“Jesus, you’re—” 

	His surprise was his undoing. She leapt like a jungle cat, despite visibly broken bones. Russ gargled a scream as she planted her weight. He punched and only grazed her face as her jaws widened and he saw a throat like an abyss. Russ rolled toward the jeep in the unloving embrace. She reeked of blood, dirt, and something else. Something chemical. 

	“Off me!” he shouted,

	Before he closed his mouth, the snake-like tongue darted down his throat, the burning, chemical scent driving deep inside...then she reeked of nothing at all, nothing the former Russ Pink cared about anyway.

	—

	Dicktionary was a take on Pictionary, but each drawing had to involve a penis. No matter how long they played, every turn ended in a fit of laughter, until eventually, one of those fits was what ended the game for the night. Stacy had to draw pocket change and after three and a half Woody’s grapefruit coolers, her imagination had become quite limited. She drew a pair of jeans with three coins next to them, and a banana-like penis jutting from one of the pockets like a fleshy rainbow. 

	Aiden fell off his chair when she turned the picture toward Cody—her partner for the game. Grady heaved, gasping for air. Stacy laughed although did not see what was so funny. She only played by the rules.

	“Is it a dick? Dick change! Pocket dick! Pocket change!” Cody shouted in triumph.

	Stacy wrapped her arms around his neck and, to both their surprise, kissed him on the mouth. She jerked back immediately and tried to play it cool. Cody smiled and finished his fifth bottle.

	The coolers were too easy to drink. The cards came out and the drinking game killed serval bottles quickly. The proof was all over; they were going to have problems if they kept up the pace and everyone fell away from the table before things got out of control.

	Stacy was in a haze, riding waves of incomprehensible thoughts, drawing in and out of the reality around her. Trapped in a state of hot and cold. Her mind wandered from Cody to Trish and back to the table. Part of her wanted to play more. She burped and it tasted like puke, changing her mind. 

	Aiden and Grady both sat with their phones in their hands. Updating to the world of the important social news that they were drunk. Aiden posted a close up of his ass crack to Facebook with the caption what man can deny hot cleavage like this?

	Stacy leaned against Cody. “Glad we quit. I don’t like when it’s just me, and you all try to get me out of my shirt.”

	“That’s my favorite part.” Grady laughed, never looking up from the phone.

	Cody put his hand over Stacy’s hand and he whispered, “I like that part too.”

	“Of course you do. Every guy likes boobs!”

	Aiden straightened abruptly, frightened. Cody and Stacy watched beads of sweat form on his forehead and the color drain from his cheeks. Slowly, he leaned forward and put his hand on the spindle-table as he pocketed his phone. 

	“You okay?” Cody asked.

	Grady finally lifted his gaze. “Don’t you puke, you pussy.”

	Hands rubbing on his knees, Aiden remained unnaturally straight. Bolt. His cheeks puckered and the truth was upon him. His body bounced as he held back the feeling in his guts. Grady and Cody jumped up and grabbed Aiden by the arms. They dragged him out the door and beyond the granary walls. His dry gags were louder than the music and he had made it outside before the sound of the pink hurricane leaping up his throat carried back through the door.

	It made Stacy queasy, so she set down her bottle. It was lukewarm and she’d begun to think she’d had her limit. Laughing, Grady and Cody returned. Grady took Stacy’s phone off the dock and planted his. The music was more recent since he had an almost unlimited budget for songs.

	“I think I need a nap,” Stacy said.

	“Pussy,” Grady said and began fumbling with the cards scattered on the tabletop.

	She looked apologetically at Cody. He shrugged. He always drank with purpose and the night was young. He plopped down in a chair in front of the TV. It had reached the video game portion of the evening. This typically coincided with the moment the girls decided to sleep. Stacy stood and backed from the table. The little room swayed around her. She felt mostly all right. She unrolled her sleeping bag. One eye remained planted on the TV screen from where she lay until sleep took her abruptly.

	Nine minutes later, she awoke. She wanted to move but lacked the strength, and if she moved—too late. In a pink rush, she belched liquid down the front of her t-shirt and sleeping bag. The borrowed shirt became translucent and her drink-addled mind focused on her chest. Her arms refused cooperation as she attempted to cover-up while getting away from the vomit at the same time.

	Cody jumped out of his seat to help her. He took off his sweater and then tried to strip her top half. 

	Sometimes she was comfortable with her chest, other times not and it seemed such an odd time for Cody to try to get her naked. “Always with the boobs!” She swayed. Multi-layered thoughts made it impossible to permit or deny Cody totally. “Looking at boobs.”

	“You got puke on your shirt.”

	“Trish’s shirt! My boobs!”

	“Nobody cares about your boobs!” Cody shouted at her. 

	Stacy didn’t believe him. Boobs were such a spectacle. “No!”

	“Give me a hand,” Cody said.

	Stacy was stuck with her arms up and her top half bent to the floor. Cody held her by the hip and the back of the neck.

	Grady grabbed the soiled shirt and yanked it off the bent girl. Stacy shot upward and as she reached for Cody’s shirt, she made eye contact with Grady. “I’m gonna never blow you,” she said. He shook his head and sat back down in his seat. Trish’s sleeping bag was in a roll on the floor and Cody swapped the soiled bag for the fresh one. Somehow, she hadn’t puked on her pillow.

	Stacy lost moments and before she knew how, she was back in a sleeping bag on the floor looking at a TV across the small room. Cody approached and leaned down.

	“You all right?” 

	Stacy didn’t answer.

	“Want me to join you?” Cody offered, mostly innocently.

	“No!” she screamed. 

	“Okay.” He brushed at her hair.

	“Go away! Leave me ‘lone!”

	Grady laughed. 

	“Fine!” Cody stomped to his seat.

	She pawed at the sleeping bag. The more she moved, the worse the world shifted and danced. Gagging anew, she retched pink fluid onto the clean bag in a great wide shower and began sobbing, rubbing her nose and mouth absently. Grady jumped across the small wooden space to retrieve his bag and pull it away from the contamination zone. Cody used the broom to move ancient grain dust toward and over the mess and sat back down in front of the TV.

	Within an hour, the final Woody’s bottles met their empty ends—including the two half-bottles that Aiden and Stacy had left standing on the table. After that, they made an ill decision and took mouthfuls of whiskey and apple juice. It was like firewater and poison. 

	A terrible idea.

	A last idea.

	Grady took a spot near the door where the puke stench hardly reached and Cody slept adjacent to Stacy so that if she awoke and needed to find him, he was close by. The dust-swept vomit had become a sticky ridge, quickly drying into something to shovel away in the morning. The music continued to play for a sleeping audience until the playlist on Grady’s phone reached the bottom.

	—

	Cory Wayne and Eddy Fuhr leaned on the bar at The Bear Claw. Russ was due about five minutes ago. Cory said, “Probably passed out from those two beers.” By and by, the patrons became less lively. Now and then, a temper flared or the volume of the voices increased. Mostly, the people grew strangely quiet. By midnight, they all kept their distance from the bar as if afraid of the uniforms.

	Cory sucked down the foamy swill from the bottom of his bottle. As he did so, the entrance door swung open and two sickly greyish figures with black and brown swatches, long pointed fingers, inky black eyes, and vapid expressions meandered on shaky steps. They approached the bar, Eddy leaned away, expecting the bartender to shout or joke the pair of Halloween ghouls away. 

	Instead of making for the bartender, the woman of the pair reached out long fingers and took hold of Eddy. Her mouth stretched. 

	“Hey, hands off!” Cory shouted and laughed from behind as Eddy squirmed, stringing together only squeaks and groans. “You silly drunk bitch! Jesus, lady, let go!”

	She had a tremendous grip. Cory yanked. No longer yucking it up. The man—Scott Reichel—spun Cory and breathed deeply onto the man’s face before stretching his tongue through Cory’s mouth, along his nasal cavity, out a nostril, and finally hooking back and looping tongue over tongue. 

	He reeled. Like a hooked fish, Cory struggled against the hold, choking and pulling the cold and hideous form. Those not infected in the crowd rushed toward the bar. The numbers didn’t match. The healthy didn’t make it far before the infected saw the lovely transformations and their blooming metamorphosis. It pushed many to mimic—the gestation period shrunken.

	As if melting and reshaping, waxy and yet boney, the patrons of The Bear Claw became things mostly unrecognizable. Screams from those not infected. Tongues, mouths, and claws clasped, licked, explored. 

	Donny Wittman fell to the floor. Two separate figures attempted the kiss change into him. He raged. “Sick bastards!” Donny reached up to the pool table and grabbed an errant cue. He stood and swung first at Bobby Meyer. The cue broke over Bobby’s face, cracking the man’s jaw. “Goddamned—!” 

	The brawl lasted no more than two minutes.

	—

	“There is something strange going on,” Owen said. 

	He had just returned from a mostly vacant barracks. His belongings were untouched. That wasn’t the issue. He shared the space with man, named Troy Hamilton. It was a mess, all of Troy’s things were on the floor, his locker opened and ravaged. 

	Margaret began into what happened with the box once he finished. They walked as she spoke, down the hall toward the pier. Eyes scanned every shadow in passing. The soldiers standing sentinel remained that way, she quieted upon reaching earshot.

	“What do you mean it transforms people?”

	“Physically and mentally. The people are no longer people and it shows signs, at very least, of simulated intelligence. It picks its spots and waits it out until certain of the situation.”

	“Certain of what situation?”

	Margaret sighed. “Search me. Come on, Arthur is in there.”

	Owen stepped quicker. As he reached the door, he stopped. “So, these things infect with their long tongues? If the sergeant major is dead, then he can’t get me?”

	“The tongue is a tongue; it relays messages and lubricates. This thing’s like any virus or infection or disease, it has a better chance of success if the active element is plentiful, but it can still get its job done slowly if it’s hardly there at all.”

	Owen turned at the snapping of rubber gloves. Margaret donned a papery mask. 

	“Stay out here. I’ve come in direct contact already; there’s a chance some have a natural immunity. So, better me than you.”

	Owen opened the door and stepped aside. The revisited scene was revolting. He’d managed to defeat the thing inside him in one important battle and yet lost the essential war. She bent, imagined the man coming to and taking hold as if he were some cheesy zombie from TV. His pants’ pocket held a keyring. It came free without snagging; no arms snapped straight and no eyes opened with a ravenous dead gaze.

	The gloves rolled off, she gave a cursory look and tossed them toward the corpse behind her. Mask lowered, she said, “Here.” She handed off the keyring to Owen.

	“Armory?”

	Margaret followed Owen. Both eyed every corner, every shadow, and every officer minding his business. Noises were malevolent. Flickering lights were sinister.

	“Hopefully, this is overkill,” Margaret said. “Any minute back-up from Fork’s Road is due.” 

	The armory lock clicked with the second key attempted. Owen kicked the door open and pointed his pistol as if he was a TV cop. The room was dark. Owen touched the wall inside the door, not finding the switch.

	Margaret noticed the switch outside the door and flicked it up. Tube lighting sputtered twice before settling. Two shelves behind mesh walls sat in the middle of the room. Ammo lockers. Along the walls hung small black cases and, lined up like bicycles at the beach, were racked assault rifles. Every rifle had a space and every space had a rifle. 

	Owen found the key to the ammo lockers and withdrew the plastic cartridge boxes he sought. Margaret glanced over her shoulder, paranoid. 

	Everybody is a suspect. You are a suspect. Owen is a suspect.

	An open plastic box sat on the floor. Owen withdrew ammunition that stood better than three inches tall from base to tip. Stuff that looked big enough to blow holes in dinosaurs. He selected a rifle seemingly at random. Loaded a clip he’d packed and stared at the tool in his hands. Reverence personified.

	As strangely sickening as it was to think about, there was relief in the fact she saw a grin forming over Owen’s lips. It was a boy with his toy grin, and that suggested humanity.

	“Get me a little one,” Margaret said. “Just a handgun.”

	Owen reached to the far side of the locker, snatched a clip from a steel box with foam lining, loaded the clip with rounds from a plastic box, and finally took a small black box—plastic, again—from the wall. Inside was a 9mm pistol. Margaret found it was heavier than expected.

	“I’ve never seen real combat. I went to Afghanistan once. No combat,” Owen said, taking up the rifle once again. “I carried one of these around lots though and trained on them, don’t worry.”

	“I’m not worried about you… Hopefully you won’t see any combat yet. We have to secure the lab.”

	Door locked behind them as they departed, the grin on Owen’s face had become a John Rambo snarl. Margaret had to jog to keep pace. She carried the pistol with the business end pointed at the floor—an extension of a ridged arm. Two soldiers and one maintenance worker watched with loose jaws and wide eyes as the pair jogged through the hall toward the primary laboratory, and the observation window. 

	“Wendell? Dr. Paget?” Margaret asked the quiet room. 

	There was a bang in one of the closets at the far end. Owen stepped toward the sound, only his legs moving. His upper half was perfectly hardened. Hunting, staring just above the sights, finger aching to squeeze. He got to the door and turned the handle, pushing only enough that the latch mechanism clicked. Hand lifted, back on the rifle, he toed open the door, and saw a young woman facing a shelf.

	One of the research doctors.

	“Turn around, slowly,” Owen said.

	Margaret held a breath and the heat rose inside. She wanted to call out, say something to quell the anxiety. She didn’t have to. Noise from the observation room stole her attention. Every subject had had their handcuffs sprung. Wendell Paget popped up and looked into the two-way glass, as if knowing someone watched him. His eyes flooded with black. His hands stretched at the fingers, peeling skin and dripping grey fluids. His jaw drooped and his mouth opened. A hideous tongue danced like tissue paper on a breeze.

	“Owen?” Margaret couldn’t look away. “Owen, do you see?”

	The former Wendell tilted his head back at a horrid angle, the ridges of his throat revealed the thinned, greyed flesh. The sound that came out was unmistakably a call. It was otherworldly in volume and tone. High, squelching. Margaret put her hands to her head and Owen finally turned away from the woman in the closet.

	The sound ceased and Margaret exhaled a long-held breath. Shots roared from the closet as Owen squeezed into the woman who had caught him momentarily unready. She had changed to something resembling Wendell. The woman’s voice was horrid, though Owen’s cry was no less unsettling. She kept coming, rocking him, scratching and snapping like a rabid monkey. The rifle report in the lab echoed painfully. Owen kept the trigger down, firing with pathetic panic. The closet was full of holes, beakers smashed, solutions spilled. The plaster accepted and disappeared most of the rounds.

	Shock froze Margaret and fear sped the universe around her. What she saw was not what she expected when she asked for backup and deputized a man as her personal bodyguard. 

	The shots ceased and Margaret peered above a table. “Owen?”

	The woman pulled her body upright. One of her arms dangled by meaty threads, holes from the rifle rounds had conglomerated, destroying the woman’s left shoulder. Blood dripped from her right hand and from her lips. Deep red blood. Healthy, Owen Knisley blood.

	More screams sounded from the hallway behind her. Before her, the observation window crashed to the floor. A small man named Dr. Jacques Dandenault climbed onto the sill and fell only feet from Margaret. The woman from the closet screeched and Margaret flung her stiff arm out and squeezed three times. Click-click-click. 

	Not a dummy for long, she thumbed the safety and fired twice into the woman. The first grazed her throat and spun her. The second, thanks to the beginning motion of the spin, struck the top rung of her spine. The woman dropped with a meaty thunk against the cool tile floor. Margaret swung her arm again, looking for the French doctor.

	He wasn’t there. Instead, she fired through the opened window at a woman shaking as her skin swam with poisonous changes. Black splotches and streams invaded her flesh so quickly that Margaret felt almost guilty about firing on her rather than gathering information.

	More screeches came from the hallway. 

	Margaret turned to run. A hand sprang and gripped her ankle. Tripped mid-turn, she fell. Her hand opened and the Browning 9mm slid across the floor. There was Jacques Danenault, crawling toward her from under a table. He was mostly helpless but for his drive. When he climbed through the window, broken glass clung in the frame and tore his softened flesh and bone. There was a trail of blackish sludge painting the floor behind him.

	Margaret kicked out twice, connecting with shoulder, freeing herself. She crawled downward dog toward the mishandled 9mm. She heard more cries and decided better of trying for the weapon. She turned to a second door that led up the hallway to the private lunchroom, the showers, the doctors’ dorm, and the eventually the graduate student area.

	Behind her, as if chasing directly on her heels—if only in her imagination—a horde of sickened and transformed creatures closed in on her. Her feet skidded as she turned the corner and crouched at the wall in the small lunchroom. Outside the door, she heard one set of feet scurry past; she dared look out. It was one of the maintenance workers, shuffling, scared and human. It took the entirety of Margaret’s will not to call out to the man. 

	Is it better to die alone?

	Guess I’ll soon find out.

	Clamoring and pounding, more shots sounded and the creature-like screams raged in a piercing din. Margaret guessed that it was the help from Garcia.

	Back toward her, those feet of the maintenance worker returned, followed closely by one of the graduate students that had stood peering into the ocean. Her UBC sweater hung slack on her transformed figure. Just past the door, the graduate student leapt and latched onto the maintenance man. The man screamed. Margaret took her chance and burst forward from the wall. There were small lockers in the lunchroom, stacked. Each stood thirty inches high and eighteen inches wide. She swung open a door at the bottom, cleared out the contents, and entered. 

	Down the hall, the shots had ceased. She peered from the shadows through the pinhole breathers in the steel. Either the backup had a somewhat easy time or things were worse than they had been ready for when they docked and entered the compound. 

	 A steel bar that activated the handle ran along the inside of the locker door. Margaret put her hand on this bar. Her knees were at her chin and her head bent forward. It was uncomfortable, but it afforded a sense of safety.

	Other than the fact that you left breadcrumbs right to you.

	The stuff tossed from the locker in an otherwise clean room.

	Shit.

	She pulled the bar upward and stopped before pushing the door open, stone still, unbreathing. Feet shuffled into the lunchroom. Margaret watched for shadows until the first locker door creaked open. Quickly, a second, a third, a fourth.

	Margaret gripped the bar in her right hand and held her left hand over her mouth.

	A fifth, a sixth, a seventh.

	Shots screamed out in the hallway and the doors ceased snapping open and closed. Feet squeaked on the floor as the figure chased from the lunchroom toward the shots. There was no time to waste. Margaret burst free and sprinted to the door, closed it, considered locking it, but knew better.

	Quietly and quickly, she toppled the contents of the room. It had to appear searched. She flipped tables and chairs. She tossed items from the fridge. She opened all but four lockers.

	Before she hid away, back in the same locker she’d slunk into before, she dragged an overturned table close. She climbed back inside and heard nothing. She knew they would return.

	And then what?

	Again, she burst from the locker and yanked the telephone and its base from the wall. The cord pulled free of its staples rounding the room, ran along the floor right back to her, something beyond helping.

	—

	Bright around her, through the window was still dim, only lackluster lamplight touched the street. It took Buffy Brown a moment to understand why she was on her living room floor. A moment, but no more. 

	When she’d first started going with Luis, he was a lively and sometimes scary man. Angry about his lot in the world, angry about everything beyond his control, and occasionally, when he got drunk, his anger bloomed into a thrown object or piece of broken dishware. Two decades had passed since they’d married and over that time, he gradually settled in, like a fire had burned out of him.

	That old fire was back and bright. And that meant the end, no second chance for an abuser. Things broken by force were forgivable. Hearts broken by force were not. 

	Buffy crawled along the floor into the living room closet, nuzzling in next to snow pants and long, hanging winter jackets. She cried into her palms. She ran gentle touches over her bruised arms where his fingertips left small breaks in her flesh. The little spots had begun to swell and had briefly trickled from openings. Dried blood came away in flecks. Like marriage rust.

	She remained quiet as she listened to the home, attempting to justify his actions. But he’d grabbed her and tried to kill her… 

	Fairly unconventional, don’t you think? 

	A little strange? 

	If he wanted to kill you, kissing you to death is pretty fucking stupid.

	She listened closely at the silence of the home and then crawled out of her temporary panic room. Shakily, she got to her feet and she thought then about Patricia. There were limitless, unspeakable things a father might do to a daughter. And at that moment, anything was possible. She staggered in a clumsy sprint to the girl’s bedroom. She flicked the light switch and looked at her daughter. Just as she had been, but for wide open eyes.

	“Trishy?” Buffy whispered, as if Luis might pop out of a closet. “Patricia?” a little louder. 

	The girl tipped her chin. 

	“Thank you, God.” Buffy tiptoed.

	Clang! A screen door slammed closed. Buffy looked around the bedroom, it was a mess of laundry and papers. There was the computer desk in the corner with the closed laptop, but nothing to help. 

	No sounds beyond those steps, she imagined her husband feeling the carpet for warmth just as trackers fingered lifeless bonfire pits of cowboy runaways and cattle rustlers. The steps continued along the hallway and Buffy swung open the accordion doors of the closet. She saw the dangling edges of the clothing on hangers, a sea of flimsy junk footwear from the chintzy girl-wear store in the Terrace mall. She stared into the shadows beyond the 2 for $10s and the 3 for $15s. 

	Sour breath on her neck. 

	Clawed fingers clasped on her shoulder, spinning her as she clutched the heavy wooden handle of a field hockey stick. 

	She reared back, then swung a rainbow arc. The sweet spot, where the blade rounded up to the shaft, landed with a clunk and Luis stumbled backwards. Black splotches seemed to rove about his greyed skin like migrating bruises. His eyes were of crude oil and the blood spilling from the side of his head was grey-black. His expression was curious, as if his wife just didn’t make sense. 

	“Back off—”

	Luis came forward, his face transforming before her eyes. His tongue darted snake-like from between his dark lips. 

	Aliens! Her mind was certain so rapidly. The things from that movie. Pod people! “No!” she screeched and swung with a choked grip, connecting with his ear. 

	He stumbled sideways. Black syrup dripped slowly from the side of his misshapen head. The black swatches on his flesh seeped and his grey skin darkened, as if a god had inked his veins by remote control. He moaned and let his elongated tongue dangle—black and unnaturally thin. His fingers stretched and came to points, small rips tore through the soft skin of his fingertips, leaking fluid. He was changing subtly all over, becoming a beastly version of the man she’d once loved.

	Not pod people! Something different! “Luis!” 

	Luis straightened. Pulsations danced and throbbed in ropey veins along his neck and arms. He lunged forward. Buffy swung again. It had been years since she had wielded a field hockey stick with any authority. It fit nicely. It came back, like riding a bicycle or paddling a canoe. He stumbled a step after contact with his shoulder.

	Buffy’s hands slid down the shaft to hold the stick with a batter’s grip. A warrior cry left her. She struck jaw and the skin tore as if grocery bag thin. The bones snapped and she saw that suddenly every tooth in his mouth came to a carnivorous point. 

	He stumbled and then straightened again. Terminator images flashed on Buffy’s internal cine-scape. Those machines that kept coming and coming until… 

	“Luis, stop!”

	Hands came out at her again, she reeled back, swatted with the hockey stick, Luis’ tongue stretched out toward her, it was awful and disgusting, it was fuel for her actions and she swung again, this time in a windmill arch as if chopping firewood, the stick came down with a wet crunch, the rounded blade sank into his skull and yet, Luis straightened again, taking a step forward, Buffy whined and tugged, there was no warrior cry left, only panic, each yank brought Luis closer to her, on her; third tug, his tongue spaghetti-slapped at her face, seeking her mouth as if he’d gone defective, she reefed a fourth time and Luis’ hands fell onto her, the peaked fingertips dug, Buffy squealed a vowel-ridden cry and kicked a foot into his stomach, he tipped back and the hooked blade held despite his falling body, much of the black-haired scalp and his face to the nose clung to the blade even as the rest had toppled, she screamed with horror over the grotesquery, the scream continued as the man attempted to rise again, she swung the stick over and over into the changed form, black fluid spattered as if she was in the midst of creative expression, but lacked the talent to create something recognizable or the imagination to call it art; smack, smack, smack, she swung into the seeping muck on her daughter’s bedroom floor, the hockey stick fell from her grasp when she realized what she’d done. 

	She put her hands to her face and inadvertently tasted the horrid fluid that had become the man’s blood. Movement. Trish had risen and was stumbling forward, shaky and featuring similar grey-black, blotches; here and there, ebony traffic traveled on vein highways. Her fingers had begun transformation, eager impulses active at the sight of her father’s pre-emptive transformation. The hands reached. 

	Like father, like daughter.

	“No,” Buffy said to her ambling child and broke from the room. Buffy was clear of her kitchen and garage door before Trish made it to the hallway. Outside, Pie chased after Buffy, and she jumped. “No!” she said again and then recognized a dog being a dog. It wore its typical stupid dog eyes and let its typical dog tongue hang.

	Buffy aimed toward the highway and Main Street where she’d reach the police station or possibly find Gerow himself sitting in his mobile ticket booth. To her surprise, the sun was on its way up. 

	 

	SEVEN

	Stu Cohen awoke early enough that the sun was still an idea beyond the mountains, and that was okay. He had a wild headache and made his way to the kitchen to begin the coffee drip. He’d slept on the story ideas and his subconscious chose a winner. There was to be love in a coma. The rest remained behind time-lapsed mental padlocks.

	He typed the first page in a flurry of spelling and grammatical errors, red squiggly lines and blue squiggly lines rode under six words, seven words, eight words. He did not stop to correct anything. Index fingers bore the brunt of the effort. Seven hundred words in, he paused for a thought and wondered how the coffee came along. He leapt and yawned as he scurried to the kitchen. The story stood on an edge, ready to take the plunge. 

	He poured and listened to a click and a tap. Forgetting all else, he stepped to his garage door, got on his tiptoes to see the top of his neighbor’s head. The little old man was trying to open the wrong door again. Alzheimer’s, so the neighborhood watched out for the man. Stu thought he’d go home eventually if he just left him be, deciding the story was more important than the old man’s confusion.

	He took his steamy cup and moved to his office, spilling a drip trail as he went. Another hundred words down, his coffee cup was empty. The clicking came again. This time it came from the back door. He focused on the blinking cursor. Fifty more words and… The sound of glass shattering disrupted his concentration. 

	“Elmore?” he called out and rose from his computer. 

	Stu tapped the floppy disk icon and then typed Coma Story into the title bar.

	“Elmore?”

	He left the office and headed toward the backdoor. Elmore’s head had come through a window. He had the biggest and ugliest liver spots ever borne. His face lifted and Stu saw the black blood running down the gaunt and sharpened features. A slivery tongue slipped between the man’s lips as he moaned like a brain-hungry zombie. His teeth bulged horrendously beneath slimy, greyed lips.

	“Elmore, I’m calling for help. Don’t move.” Stu dialed 9-1-1 on his cellphone. Impossibly, nobody answered. The calls went directly to a local switchboard: fire, police, or ambulance? “Ambulance,” Stu said and then listened. The phone continued to ring without relief. He returned to the old man. Elmore jerked and shook, jagged glass above and below his neck slicing into the old, weakened flesh.

	“Stop it!” Stu shouted, dropping his phone. 

	Somewhere deep down he understood getting too close was dangerous. Something was off about that blackened blood. 

	“What’s wrong with you, Elmore?”

	No way could Stu Cohen know about the sickness or that this old man’s mind betrayed both him as host and the intruder as guest. Periods of metamorphosis melded, and everything happened to the old man’s body and mind in sudden flashes. 

	Elmore moaned and shook, trying to jump through the frame around the broken window. Had Elmore been the shape of a slug rather than a boney-shouldered old man, he would’ve made it inside without trouble. Instead, cuts tore the flesh of his weakened neck and his head flopped forward, rolling black muck tattoos onto the rug. 

	Stu sprinted through his home and out his front door. The sun had risen. Officer Joe Gerow sat, in uniform, on his lawn. The police cruiser parked a few doors down. The man had a glassy gaze as if confused by the planet. Stu registered this oddity and stacked it neatly with everything else he’d heard over the radio and what he’d seen. 

	Things had gone very wrong in Winterstone.

	He backed into his home. A plan formed and the coma love story fell away. He went to the basement to gather supplies. It was possible that it was all something else, something with a simple and rational explanation. If he was wrong, no biggy, silly overreaction. If he was right, boarding the windows and doors might save his life.

	—

	Margaret sat with the telephone on her lap. She’d heard noises close, too close, over the last hour. She wrenched her arm through the bar crossing inside the locker door. Passing the time and clinging to a calming sanity, she imagined what a journal paper on the situation might look like:

	It really was quite interesting until I lost my mind in the locker. Figuratively, there was an invasion to the space I’d considered safe hours earlier. The mutation travels on paths beneath the surface like a bruise. It really is quite something to see, the former humans in their skin with fish-black blotches. I’d need to test things to explain the shininess and how it rides below a translucent layer of dead human cells. It’s intensely alarming and equally curious.

	The fourth time she dialed out to Garcia—the first two times she hung up, scared of a sound, and the third time nobody answered after four rings—she waited three rings before hanging up, spooked by noises beyond the room.

	Again, you wimp!

	I’m not done. I had to become intimate with my kneecaps you see and…shit, I’m backtracking.

	Just dial the fucking phone!

	She did.

	“Doc?” Garcia said through a yawn. 

	“Uh, Mister Garcia, do you know that I’m alive? Do you care that I’m alive?”

	“What? Is it just you?” Garcia asked. 

	“I don’t know.”

	Garcia picked up a memo from his desk. Soldiers were deployed to Farley Island, but contact had been lost. “Shit. What happened? I’m glad you’re safe.” 

	“Safe? No, not safe. It’s so smart and patient, I can’t… It was Paget. I didn’t notice, I just thought he was his normal, focused self. He hid in plain view. He unlocked the cuffs and screamed out some kind of cry to change. Dammit, they’re killing everything. Garcia, there were so many more exposed than I thought.” She spoke in quick taps, Morse Code whispers of emergency need. 

	“The back-up.”

	“I heard the gunfire. It didn’t last long. I still hear things shuffling. They’re still here, some of them and I think they’re running a tally. Looking for a missing doctor.”

	“You’re hiding?” 

	They’d sent a dozen men over to clean up. The dozen men left but never reported back. A second strike was on its way and in much larger number. They would not land for more than an hour. 

	“I’m in a locker. I pulled a chair and table close, toppled everything so it looked as if they’d already been in here. If they look closely, they’ll see the telephone line and find…if they don’t hear or smell me first. We never came to understand their hunting method. They rush mostly. They’re no longer infectious in this stage. I’ve been close enough to understand that, unless I’m immune. Maybe I’m immune, or maybe the infectious period ceases once the second stage begins. I keep thinking about how much time I’ve spent on this and it’s really been a waste. We, on the whole, know nothing. These changes, the way they change us and use us against ourselves. 

	“Is it strange that I think the pathogen victims show signs of happiness? If under positive conditions, if free to suck in fresh air, they seem happy. I mean when we’d let them out to watch the changes, the brightening of the things, their skin darkened yet and their eyes remained black, they showed no emotions before, but I saw the brightening at first. We didn’t really think about spores on the air. Did you know some spores have a limitless lifespan? Eternal things just fucking floating around. What does it mean for everyone? Every mother, father, child, baby? What happens when too many contract and they have those ugly, happy…shit. What hope do we have? Garcia, did you ever want to give up?”

	Garcia cleared his throat. “Troops on their way, Doc.”

	“You can call me Margaret.”

	“Right, Margaret, they’ll get there. And—” A loud crash and clanking came over the line. “Margaret?”

	“I’m here,” she whispered. “They’re looking for me again. They’re not so close. I’m very scared and I don’t like it. I want to be rational, but my brain wants out. I can open up and—”

	“Don’t be crazy. We need you on this.”

	Margaret exhaled as a loud clank and crash approached. She didn’t dare speak. There was a whipping sound and the telephone’s base yanked hard against the steel of the locker door. She heard the familiar drag of chair and table legs on cement. The telephone dropped from her fingers and she tightened against the crosser bar. The mechanism on the inside of the handle clicked and shifted, pressure tugged; Margaret held. 

	There was a groan and then an awful wail echoing from the breakroom. Long slender fingers wrapped inside the vent fins and bled as they yanked. The pressure was much stronger than previously. The door opened several inches. Pain soared on her mind, along her arm, shoulder, and back. She snapped the door shut. The crosser bar had bowed toward her.

	“No!” 

	The weight resurfaced and she looped her arm further behind the bar. Almost to the armpit.

	“Hold on, Margaret!” Garcia shouted; only the dead line pulse came back to him.

	 

	EIGHT

	Every Saturday, Elodie Fry drove into Winterstone for breakfast with the Blue Birds: a group of nine women, all in their sixties, who wore blue skirts, blue jackets, and blue hats. Elodie spotted Kat Sutherland and waved. Kat waved back. They were the only two members who came from outside. They’d grown up in the area and lived close enough that coming into town was no trouble, most times. 

	Elodie and Kat stepped inside Dine on 39, one in front of the other. The scent of deep fryer was heavy and the pair took deep breaths through their noses. 

	The place was mostly vacant, typical so early in the morning, on Saturdays anyhow. A couple, young camper types, sat at a corner table and a small boy perched by the bar eating a bowl of Fruit Loops. The boy’s name was Hank Robbins, he’d come to stay with his aunt Penny, which meant helping around the diner some, and getting to eat restaurant food two meals of the day. At the back table, two early thirty-somethings had spent many of the wee hours that morning searching the woods to the north of Winterstone for pine mushrooms in order to sell down south. They moved mostly in secret, the locals didn’t recognize, or perhaps didn’t care, that the area had an abundance of the valuable fungus. Pine mushrooms being the most worthwhile and readily available at $50/LB. There were also a few cattle fields to the north. The best magic mushrooms grew directly out of cow shit. So, they kept an eye out for recreational mushrooms as well.

	Nora Kincaid gave Hank an order on her way past. He nodded and she continued with her paper and pencil in hand, heading toward the mushroom gatherers. “What can I get you?” she asked them.

	The bell on the door jingled. In the brightness, those knowing him, recognized Mike Hunter by silhouette. He was better than six-five. Had arms like a wrestler and a large, oblong head. 

	Thanks to the light behind him, none inside noticed the discoloration of flesh, they did not see his elongated and pointed fingers, did not see his slimmed face and none noticed his full mouth. Nobody saw the rippling ropes that danced muddied blood to and from his dismantled and reformed organs. But they heard the change just as soon as Mike Hunter opened his mouth and screamed over his shoulder. He then burst straight toward Nora, full sprint. 

	A deer caught in the lights of a locomotive, her only defense was widened eyes. The man bowled into her, collecting her in his arms as he ran, sinking his fingers into her back, she cried out and the two mushroom foragers straightened in their seats, stood, the heavy wooden chairs thumped onto the carpeted floor, the clang of dishes and silverware startled every patron into focus, the scene was almost as jarring for the witnesses as it was for Nora. Though not quite. Nora coughed and her eyes bulged as blood pooled in her face while her lungs struggled.

	The door had barely wheezed shut before it jingled again. Smaller shadows fell into the room. A trio of little girls raced, screaming inhuman cries. All wore their pajamas and despite the dimness, their deformities showed clearer than they had on the big man. Two of the girls ran toward the mushroom foragers and the third latched onto Elodie’s heavily wrinkled cheek with her nightmare fangs.

	Nora punched at Mike Hunter’s back as the man tore holes through flesh with his claw-like digits. The fungi collectors held the small girls—with some difficulty—at an arm’s length. The girls snapped and scratched, kicked at knees. 

	Kat Sutherland attempted to help Elodie. The little girl who had chomped on the old flesh changed her attention and poked her needle-like fingers into the helpful friend’s throat. Blood showered. Elodie cried out seeing her friend torn open. The little girl switched focus again and bit Elodie’s nose from her face. The little girl swallowed the flesh and cartilage. She did so with a blood chaser and then howled like a coyote upon discovering that the sun was much brighter than the moon.

	Hank Robbins rushed into the kitchen and came back out with a long knife. Stubby legs took him toward his aunt and her assailant. The knife punched into Mike Hunter better than a dozen times before the man fell. Crude sprang from his neck as if fired upon by Jed Clampett. 

	“What the hell is—?” Hank yanked on the hefty man. 

	“Get him off,” Nora moaned, stuck under the collapsed figure. There was surprise and new pain in her eyes. 

	Hank did not have time to put sufficient effort into removing the massive corpse. The little girls were belligerent. Hank missed with his first attempt and quickly swung his knife down with his backswing on one of the little girls snapping at everyone within reach. The girl dropped with a single stab to the back of her soft skull. 

	There, the mushroom foragers foresaw a turning point in the impromptu diner brawl. There was an understanding between the men and the boy. All or nothing. When both sides were willing to kill children, the tides were apt to shift.

	Hank swung at the second little girl, stabbed her three times before she fell. The foragers worked on moving the three hundred pounds of Mike Hunter while Hank ran at the third little girl who’d just eaten an old woman’s face and another old woman’s neck. 

	Black and red blood soaked into the carpet and every step squished and splashed as if they all played in the mud. Hank reached back and swung forward; the knife slashed the little girl’s face. She screamed. Hank reeled back again for another strike. Behind him, the mushroom foragers argued, ready to join in on the fight against the girl, but also hoping to find police assistance.

	The bell on the door jingled. A dark silhouette stood, and the action paused while the last little girl dropped, her throat sliced. Hank Robbins, covered in blood, didn’t recognize the silhouette at the door as the rest did.

	Help. Finally.

	Officer Steven Bestwick.

	“There’s something crazy—!” one of the foragers started to shout at the officer, but Bestwick screamed with his new, high voice. He rushed toward Hank. The little boy’s knife slashed once before Bestwick broke both of the small arms with slamming fists, as if playing invisible symbols. Hank moaned, there were matching snaps like halving of damp branches. He screamed then and more when the officer’s fist came down. 

	Behind Hank’s demise, the door never closed. The bell jingled incessantly. Nora got to her feet in time to register nine more predators racing into Dine on 39. The mushroom foragers broke for the kitchen. The first tripped and the second followed suit. Freakish creatures pounced. 

	Nora prayed, “Dear Lord, please forgive me of my—” Battered and sobbing, sunk in blood and inky oddity, she leaned in as fingers gouged and scraped. She covered her head and a mouth latched onto the meat of her armpit, tearing as easily as the skin from a piece of Colonel Sanders’ Original Recipe.

	—

	Grady Bloom awoke in his sleeping bag next to the door of the granary. His mouth tasted like shit and his bladder wanted to burst. Cody Whittman’s sleeping bag was near the far wall, next to Stacy. Cody was not in his bag. He’d made enough noise when leaving to announce that he’d gone out front to piss. 

	Grady rose and departed the granary. Rather than joining Cody out front, he walked to a loading window at the rear of the barn that overlooked the lower yard and the woods. He’d pissed there a few times later in the night, noticed the report coming back to him was unusual. According to the sound, he wasn’t pissing on the familiar concrete. As he pissed in the light of morning, he looked down at the hood of the truck and laughed. The truck belonged to Grady’s asshole uncle, Carl Fowler. 

	The former Brock Hoover roared and shuffled from beneath the truck.

	“Holy shit,” Grady said as he watched the muddied figure slide out. “Jesus. Fuck, no.” Something was totally wrong about that guy. 

	Grady turned away as the transformed man clamored through the floor-level window and chased the overweight teenager.

	—

	Stacy Kirkhope had been awake for a few minutes but was unable to move. She wore Cody’s sweater with no t-shirt beneath it. A bad sign. Her memory of the night ceased at almost the exact time the cards came out. She hoped she didn’t do anything too embarrassing…really hoped she hadn’t lost her virginity. Mid-way through the night, she thought that she ought to just do it with Cody and get it over with, that it wasn’t that big of a deal. 

	It came to her then that she had likely vomited and Cody offered up his sweater. “Shit,” she whispered. 

	The acidic, metallic taste of evacuated vodka cooler was on her lips and she stank of misfired vomit retch. It wasn’t unusual; it happened sometimes. Almost every weekend at least one of them took it too far. The stink, taste, and ache in her brain made her gag again. The gag gave legs to a dancing sugar headache. She heard a shout and shut her eyes. She heard a second shout, closer, and rose quickly, forgetting herself and the trouble of being hungover. Her head swam and she heard a third shout. It was a different shout, more like an animalistic scream. Slipping on her flip-flops, she shuffled from the granary.

	To her left, Grady shouted and ran toward her. To her right, beyond the barn, Cody screamed. 

	“This dude’s crazy!” Grady shouted.

	Seeing enough, Stacy ran in the opposite direction, out the door and toward Cody. He wrestled on the ground with a slightly smaller figure. The smaller figure had the advantage. Stacy ran blindly, lowered her shoulder as she had on the rugby squad, and plowed into the splotchy boy. As she connected, she recognized her friend, Aiden Ellis. A sickly and deformed version of Aiden Ellis. The boy hadn’t made it home.

	Screams came from within the barn. Grady and someone else, something else. It was a nightmare, a boozy carry forward. Stacy snapped her eyes and composed herself, hoping the forms were a blink from mutating back into normal people.

	Eyes open, no luck. 

	Cody took several swings at Aiden and the fifth punch landed on the top of Aiden’s head. Disgust rode on his voice. The crunch was just as bad. Black fluid and brain matter, squid squirt black, coated Cody’s hand. He shook the fist, spraying the murky ink and meaty chunks.

	Hole in the top of his head, Aiden rose shakily. He tried to wail but a gorge of black fluid choked up his throat. He made it three steps with a horseshoe-patterned gulley in his skull before pitching forward, dead.

	A thump of wood called out over the barnyard. “There was a man!” Stacy said and led the rush back to the barn.

	The wooden thump pounded twice more before Stacy and Cody stepped within the threshold of the shadowy barn. Light came through the ancient walls between weather worn boards in long streams. Dust rode the rays. The difference was like snapping off a light midday. 

	It took a moment for Stacy to understand what she saw. “Grady!” she shouted.

	The man atop the teenager had slammed the soft body over and over against the barn’s wooden floor. Grady had blood pouring from his ears, nose, and closed lips. The figure pounded again and again, stopping probably because the boy was dead.

	The former Farley Island janitor turned from Grady. He perched atop the boy’s meaty hips and screamed an unnatural cry. It pierced the air horridly, sending the crows and gulls within the barn scattering. The man rose and screamed again, he leapt, hands out, long pointed fingers coming to within inches of Stacy. She was too mortified to move. 

	On the rush of wind carried with the figure, she smelled urine and metals. She opened her mouth to scream as Cody burst up next to Stacy with incredible speed. The rusty pitchfork he held found purchase in Brock Hoover’s softened throat and the force behind continued until the fork connected and drove into a wooden wall.

	“You freak!” Cody shouted as he ran the backtracking Brock Hoover to the wall. He held the pressure against the fork and the sickly figure reached for the shaft, attempting to tug free. Black blood oozed from the two tine holes driven through his throat. A long, thin tongue fell from the open mouth and joined in the futile attempt to remove the fork. The tongue wrapped three times and tugged like a third hand. 

	Seeing this, Cody let out a squeak and pushed harder. The final structural resistance against the pressure let and the fork drove all the way through the ancient barn wall and the man rested his chin on the shaft of the fork.

	“What’s wrong with him?” Stacy shouted without meaning to do so. 

	“I don’t—” Cody started and stopped. 

	The soft hold gave way and tore. Head fell from body.

	Stacy vomited. 

	Cody shook his head, moaning, “Nonononono.”

	Stacy straightened and took Cody’s hand and he couldn’t help it. He kissed her. She had puke trails on her lips. After wiping it away, he kissed her again. 

	—

	The scene leading to the police station was unreal. Buffy Brown, followed by Pie, moved in a slow jog, passing by many glassy, gawking faces. What she saw was too big. It enveloped too many people, too many lives. People she recognized. It was everywhere. People she’d known most of her life had undergone slight to moderate transformations and discolorations. The new skin tones made her think of Shark Week. She was chum, attracting a pod ready for a meal. But the ones she passed didn’t make a move toward her. 

	A waiting area stood between the outer doors and the doors into the station. A deadbolt on the door behind her allowed someone fleeing danger to feel safe during the hours before an employee arrived. She flipped the deadbolt and looked down at the dog. 

	“Do you even notice something screwy going on?” She rubbed the dog’s head as she spoke. “Maybe you do and you think this is fun. I assure you, Pie’oh’pup, this is no joke.”

	There was an intercom button next to the interior door. She tried the door first, locked. She tried the intercom, and a voice cut her request dead. A recording, explaining the office hours and how the telephone on the wall worked. There always seemed one more step. She looked over her shoulder at the black telephone just above the long wooden bench. The receiver lifted to a crackly ring. After a dozen rings, she hung up and sat down on the bench. She patted Pie. 

	Too early for an emergency?

	In and out of wakefulness—she didn’t recall, actually falling asleep—she awaited help. At 9:01 AM, the interior door opened and Buffy sat up to a wave of relief. Luna Watts looked her typical self. She was a bit chunky and her cheeks puffed around her dark eyes, beneath her dark hair. Buffy grew up a few doors down from Luna.

	“Ahh, Buffy, what’s going on?” Luna asked, voice somber. “Luis get rough? Did you try Steve?”

	Buffy looked over her shoulder and then explained the telephone. Disbelieving, Luna picked up the line and listened to the ring while Buffy recounted a story. She explained the oddity of Patricia and then the attack by her husband. She explained killing the man in self-defence. Luna’s eyes flashed a moment as if to say, good girl. 

	But Luna wasn’t listening. This was not a domestic carried to an unarguable end. This was a big problem, bigger than Buffy’s bruises. Her husband was dead, her daughter was sick with something horrifying, and the entire town had gone quietly bananas. 

	“Didn’t you see anybody funny on your way in?” Buffy asked.

	Luna lived on the First Nation land north of Winterstone in a nice bungalow with three kids and a husband. “I didn’t see anybody but Miriam. I got a donut and a coffee. She was quiet and looked tired. She had serious bedhead. I saw her and that’s it,” Luna said as she rounded a wall and came to a barrier. “No civilians ‘til an officer comes, okay?” She closed the half-door behind her.

	Buffy stepped to the poly-glass window. Luna picked up her phone and tried for Bestwick again. 

	“Well, I don’t know.” 

	There was a clunk and bang from the rear hallway. Luna turned and Buffy leaned to look around her. The door at the rear of the small office swung open and Bestwick, discolored and ghastly, trotted forward. Luna opened her mouth to speak. The officer silenced her, grabbing her head and slamming it with hard moist smacks against the poly-glass barrier. Thunk-thunk-thunk. Red splattered and smeared. 

	Pie yipped and Bestwick held Buffy’s eye contact as he reshaped Luna’s head into something stackable. Bestwick then dropped his co-worker and labored toward the half-door. He screamed a sickly cry and Buffy broke away. Pie stayed close, she heard the latch click behind her as she fiddled with the deadbolt. Bestwick screamed again. It brought to mind the sound of falling aircraft and tortured animals. The bolt clicked and she burst outside. 

	It was bright and already warm. Trish Brown rose from against the exterior wall of the station. Buffy glanced, seeing enough. Her feet stuttered. The door swung open again and Bestwick joined the girl in the chase. He fired his weapon twice, missing by wide margins both times. Buffy and Pie headed for the heart of Winterstone. They rounded onto Main and took a quick turn into an alleyway next to Dine on 39. Knelt next to a dumpster, she held the dog’s muzzle. Pie accepted this and sat; he was getting old and soft. Action was best enjoyed in bursts. 

	Patricia raced by. The officer followed her. There were shouts and an uproar through the walls from the dining room of the restaurant. Seconds later, there was a monstrous scream and Buffy moaned with fear. Pie shook his muzzle free and nudged Buffy’s hand for a back rub or a noogie.

	“Stop it,” she whispered. 

	The screams and shouts continued through the wall. On the street, aluminum clanged, east and west, wood and steel clamored, glass shattered, infrastructure scraped against humanity, and the world cried out DESTRUCTION! A man wearing only torn boxer shorts broke into a run across the end of the alleyway. Blood smeared over his thighs and hairy belly. 

	Buffy got it then: mad cow disease. Probably.

	Dim in the alleyway, it stank of garbage, but Buffy knew, eventually, that someone would sniff them out. That violent group next door, or Trish, or Bestwick, or otherwise. She looked over her shoulder to the wall of the former theater. It was part office space and, supposedly, part empty space. There was a window, her only chance. 

	A figure stepped into the light at the end of the alleyway and screamed.

	“Trishy,” Buffy moaned and jumped to a stance. 

	She ran toward the window. Pie took off like a rocket toward the girl. 

	“No Pie, it’s not—!”

	Pie’oh’pup understood and sought with fangs bared. The dog snapped at the long fingers of the girl. Black fluid sprang from the two removed digits of her right hand. Buffy turned her back on the action. There were howls from both creatures. Horrible, fucking horrible, she thought and ignored the canine whine after the loud garbage can crash. She tossed an old, plastic Pepsi flat through the office window. She’d gotten one leg inside when Trish’s long fingers dug into her arm.

	“Trishy, let go. It’s me! It’s Mom!” Buffy shouted and pulled away from the hot hold. 

	Blood trickled down her arm as she thrashed and Trish settled a second hand on her mother, twisting, leaning, snapping, the two stumps worked like murky ink stamps on Buffy’s skin, there was a pop and Buffy screamed in pain, her arm still attached, but wildly out of place, her body followed the pain and Trish started to reel her back through the window, Pie growled, barked, and staggered forward, the dog latched teeth onto Trish’s thigh and tore, blood sprayed in an ebony geyser, the hold loosened and the girl fell against the wall, Buffy screeched and dropped fully into the old theater, as the pain seared and then sizzled into a dull ache as joints fell back into place. 

	She crawled deeper and heard more screams. Screams from within the building. They were a good distance away. Far enough that she knew she’d be safer in than out. Up to her feet, immediately, she recalled the layout of the old theater. The offices were new to her. They weren’t there the last time she’d been inside. It didn’t change her direction. She’d run through to the old seating area and out the backdoor toward the farms on the edge of town. 

	She passed the reception desk, grabbing for the small letter opener waiting in mock readiness: Sure, you can take on rabid savages with me. I’m a fucking letter opener. 

	Lackluster weapon in hand, she moved on to a heavy door leading to the big screen and the aisles of folding seats and the no-longer-sticky floor. The screams were different from her daughter’s or Bestwick’s. They were human, feminine. 

	Low, background music accompanied.

	Buffy opened the door down into the theater and saw a horror flick on the screen. Men and women in bovine masks stood around a blonde teen on a pike above a quiet fire pit. They danced in obvious sacrificial rhythm. 

	Buffy tried to ignore the two men sitting front and center, their eyes glued to the images on screen as she burst for the emergency exit just as one faux-minotaur stabbed the teen’s chest with a knife and a woman bent to light the kindling beneath the young naked sacrifice. 

	Was there a connection? The mad cow and the murderous pictures on the screen? 

	“Hey!” a voice called as Buffy rushed into the bright world. 

	Buffy saw her hope in the form of wide-open space. She dragged her sore and tired body as a scream emitted almost directly into her ear. A new set of pointed fingers pierced the outlying layer of her stomach flesh. She toppled and swung. The letter-opener plunged into a soft body, lodging between bones.

	—

	Sweat rolled from Cody’s pale face as he bent over, spitting onto the gravel outside the barn. “What?” he asked.

	“My phone, I can call…someone.”

	Cody dropped to a knee, seemed to consider these words a moment and gagged. His hangover had finally found a voice. Hangovers were a rarity, something he prided in himself. He burped up saliva. It strung from his lip to the grass; his left hand dug into his right pocket. He found the bulge. After another gag and several spits, he pulled his phone free.

	Stacy held Cody’s clunky phone as she looked back at the barn. “Yeah, all right,” she said. She pressed the power button and dialed her home, a number that she trusted rather than 9-1-1. 

	A robotic voice explained that Cody had one-minute of call-time remaining. The phone rang and rang, the line lifted and Stacy cried out, “Mom? Dad?”

	“You have reached—” 

	Stacy hung up and in doing so, ate that final minute. It didn’t matter. Emergency calls were free. She huffed then dialed. 9-1-1 rang endlessly; Stacy hit end. It had to be some kind of joke, or mistake. 

	“You’re out of minutes now.”

	“Shit.” Cody climbed to his feet, his cheeks flushed. He looked back at the barn. “We walk back and once close enough, you run. I’m not fast enough to keep up.”

	There was no argument from Stacy. They took a wide route past the corpse of their friend and then Stacy broke away from Cody. The barn was infinitely darker and scarier than ever before. She saw eyes in the knots of wood, bodies lingering in wait beneath the shadows. Through the cracked granary door, she squeezed and for a moment, looking about the clutter, she knew her phone was gone. She toppled empty bottles—drained soldiers standing on guard of the boozy, vomit stinking room. Busy feet kicked about the sleeping bags and video game controllers. A frantic screech left her throat before she turned to the television. Atop the boxy old TV was the Apple dock, Grady’s phone plugged in, and her phone sitting idly next to it.

	—

	It started with two by fours; two for each doorway. He’d done some remodelling of the basement, took out a wall years earlier, and never got around to tossing the refuse. 

	Once up, the effort appeared almost hopeless and ultimately weak, but he continued for a lack of a better option. Now and then, he glanced out his windows and saw little. It was a ghost town. Saturdays in Winterstone were the height of the week. People walked dogs, people walked parents and grandparents, people walked themselves. Given that the sun had come out, the effect should have been twofold. 

	Peering between curtains through his living room window, Stu considered that he might be overreacting. As if set to strategically remind any potential skeptics, another black-eyed, swimmy-fleshed figure meandered toward his house. 

	After he’d run out of screws, he fell to striking spikes. His Estwing hammer being much louder than his Makita power drill, brought around ambling figures. He stopped to gawk through the cracks once again. There were strange people, nothing like a ravenous parade of the dead from TV or movies, but still. It looked like a poorly attended protest. The freaks sat on the lawn or waited with folded arms. Now and then one shouted. 

	They’d come and go. It wasn’t as if they beat against his walls. Stu stopped his frequent peeking after he saw a baby crawling across his backyard. Black spittle dangled from deeply purple lips. 

	By 8:30 AM, he’d secured all the windows and doors on the main floor. He suddenly wished he had a gun. Something with a little range and a whole lot of pop.

	At nine when he looked out between two by fours crossing his bedroom window, he saw nobody. A block over there were three figures coming together and in the back parking lot behind the old theater was a murky figure leaning against a wall. He felt pleasantly ignored.

	Suddenly, a shriek broke over the air. The echoes bounced back and forth, here and there, from every direction, coming through the walls and the broken window at the back of the house like a warning siren. The wails pierced cracks and Stu shivered. He stepped back from the window and waited. The minutes dragged by like hours. The clock in the kitchen became his enemy. Tick-tock, the hands on the face told him that he’d need to eat. The digital numbers on the microwave told him that he’d need to eat soon. Soon or possibly not for a very long time.

	As his oven warmed and he waited, McCain Traditional pep and cheese sitting on the counter, a shrill cry rang out close by. Glass shattered and he popped to his feet.

	“Just leave me alone. I’ve left you all alone.” 

	He heard a sound that may or may not have come from his basement. There was another cry from outside. Stu raced to his bedroom window and saw a trio of small people running toward his house. Then he heard another shriek as he glanced across the block to the old theater. The figure that was there before had moved from sight, but two young, yet adult-looking, people ran, one man and one woman. They bee-lined right into the angry mob.

	“Running, that’s the ticket here,” he whispered and looked around his bombarded room. “Or not.”

	Still not convinced either way, he broke for the door leading to the basement. He pulled the string light and looked down onto a vacant and normal staircase—strong argument for staying. 

	The baby wail carried up the steps and a crawler, slick with black blood, moved toward him. Two toddler-sized kiddos, perhaps a bit bigger, moved behind the baby and cried out, stretching long sliver tongues at him. He slammed the door, grabbed his keys, and made for the hallway. The attic trapdoor swung down, and Stu climbed up. 

	—

	Stacy, wrought, frustrated, and tired, wanted to scream. She dialed Cody’s house a few times. He doubted that his father was up yet. If he wasn’t up and the phone awoke him, he’d probably kill the ringer. It was worth a shot anyway.

	Nothing.

	After that, there was only a short discussion before they settled on stopping at Stacy’s house. It didn’t matter that Stacy tried home so often without answer. They needed a base of operations. Let the cops come to them. 

	They walked with hands held, cutting through yards and avoiding gravel as much as possible, as they worked toward downtown. Like reverse emergency sirens, they heard wails of sickly people. They recognized that similar voice from the man who’d attacked Grady.

	Into the thick of the residential area only three blocks from the highway, they stopped and crouched behind a brick half-wall. Streets over, they saw figures now and then standing around, scanning. Sometimes there was a scream like a cry and other times it seemed more like communication. Cars crashed. Smoke rode on the air.

	“What’s happening?” Stacy asked.

	“How the hell do I know?”

	Stacy squeezed his hand tighter. They were both scared.

	Screams came from within homes and garages. Eel-skinned figures rushed in and out of the houses, not sensing the teens hiding behind a shrub and bricks. Creeping along, they moved in quick bursts from home to home, crossing each yard like a warzone no man’s land. They’d gotten a block from the station when they climbed into a treehouse to reconsider their position on things.

	“What’s going on?” Stacy had tears in her eyes. She’d also paled and looked desperately tired. 

	“How the fuck do I know?” 

	“Please, don’t yell.”

	“You’ll fucking know it if I yell. I’m not yelling!” Cody was splotchy red and terrified and definitely yelling.

	From beyond their view, a boy formally known as Connor McTanev heard the voices and screamed just as he started up the nailed ladder. 

	“Jump!” Cody pulled Stacy with him off the platform.

	It was five feet to the grass. Stacy recognized Connor from around town. Recognized his plaid shirt and his thick-rimmed eyeglasses with wraparound arms. If it wasn’t for his clothing, she might not recognize him at all. He had changed much. The goofy boy wailed to the clouds like a daytime werewolf, and scampered to the edge of the platform and leapt down after them. His ankles broke beneath him, so he crawled. Screaming that god-awful tune. 

	Stacy and Cody started for the police station, without discussion. They stopped behind a dumpster to catch their breath. The goofy crawler still approached, but he was dozens of yards away yet and moved slow enough that they had time to focus elsewhere. They needed a course, a plan. At the rear of the theater, a familiar woman jumped out and immediately went down to a man standing there. A moment later, the man fell on the woman and black fluid oozed from his chest.

	“Shit. Shit. That’s Buffy,” Stacy whispered.

	Cody nodded slowly and cast a quick glance back to Connor. Out of nowhere, a car screeched to a halt and doors burst open. 

	“Hey, stop that!” yelled a youngish, mannish voice. 

	Cody and Stacy watched Sean Leonard tackle the sickly man mauling a fallen Buffy. Sean Leonard wore his college wrestling team jacket. There was an athletic young woman chasing behind him; she also wore Simon Fraser colors—red and white, SFU broadcasting on their backs.

	Sean Leonard’s car sat on the edge of the street, parked in the wrong direction, the driver’s door open, and the engine running. It was a seed, a hope.

	“Come on.” Stacy pulled Cody toward the former high school superstar and his beautiful, big city girlfriend. Cody followed. “Oh, Christ,” Stacy said upon seeing the horde fall onto the stud and his girl. She turned her face to the car again.

	“Look at that,” Cody hissed.

	Stacy slowed pace, couldn’t help it, and watched over her shoulder as the beautiful girlfriend attempted retreat from the lost battle, only to fall and meet a swarm of six middle-aged Winterstonians. Buffy had gathered herself however and began slinking, casting only a periphery glance at her downed saviors. She was bloody and filthy. Still, the sight of her gave space in Stacy’s heart to leap. 

	Buffy raced. Stacy and Cody made for a shared point of interest. Over the broken glass, filthy smears, and bloodstained asphalt, Stacy led the trail into the street. The screams seemed to come from everywhere. There was a series of gunshots and a crash behind them. 

	“Hey, wait!” Stacy yelled, “Buffy! Wait!” 

	Buffy Brown fell into the driver’s seat of the three-year-old Dodge Charger. “Stacy? Come on!” She stabbed her finger at the unlock button. “In the back! In the back!”

	“Oh fuck, fuck!” a voice cried out from behind them, vaguely in the direction from where the sound of the breaking glass occurred. 

	None acknowledged the cry or the adjoining sounds. They got into the car and rocked forward once as Buffy stalled the engine. “Christ!” she shouted. It had been a while. Figures converged on the car. One slapped a wet palm against the glass.

	“Drive goddammit!” Cody shouted, reefing on her headrest, shaking it in fury.

	Buffy’s body functioned automatically as if the ghost of her father took over as he had the first times he tried to teach her to drive, oh so many years ago. She pressed the clutch, turned the key, and kicked the gas just before she let up her left foot, the car rocked, sputtered, but continued on.

	“Thank fu—” she started to say and swung the car onto a lawn. “No, no, Trishy, baby.” 

	The teenager had staggered up the middle of the street. Buffy continued her U-turn back at the pack of chasers, shaking her head. It was one thing to run over the people you grew up with, but it was another to run over someone that had come out of your body. She couldn’t run over her baby like a squirrel on the street. It couldn’t be done.

	Stacy and Cody recognized their friend. There was nothing to say. The breadth of the situation finally sunk. The gang was down to two. 

	—

	Stu Cohen crouched as he moved through the short, spider web-laden attic. Steamy and damp and dim, there were four small windows and two of them led to the roof. His plan was to climb onto the roof, from the roof, maneuver onto the carport, and then to jump down onto the rack of his Subaru Legacy. In his head, it was an easy transition, smooth and practical.

	Before he gave his mind sufficient time to mull over the possible horrors, he started out the window. He heard more screams and breaking glass. He pushed through and ran along the sloped roof. He hopped down to his carport. His ankles ached as he glanced at the roof rack a few feet below and followed the plan. The vehicle rocked and Stu rolled sideways, falling. A gasp shot from his throat as he landed on his driveway. Somehow, he hadn’t calculated the solidity of cement.

	From his prone position, he had only seconds to register the fact he might’ve miscalculated his chances. Demented figures converged on his property. 

	Officer Joe Gerow was among the freaks bearing down on Stu Cohen. The officer pulled his sidearm from his belt. He squeezed four rounds that struck nothing living. 

	Up to his feet, Stu had his keys in hand. The weapon fired again. Stu hit the button to unlock his car when the metallic pings rang around him. Spooked, his fingers lost hold. He bent to retrieve the keys and glanced over his shoulder upon rising. Closer than the officer was a woman with her claws out. Blackened, foamy saliva bubbled at the corners of her animalistic mouth.

	Stu moaned as he ran around the car toward the driver’s door. Another shot rang and whizzed through the air to cut down a massive, rectangle of decades’ old pane of glass on the rear wall of his garage.

	Stu raced to the front of his car. The keys were like grease and they slipped from his hands just as his foot rose. Punted. The keys clanged as they bounced beneath the car.

	“Sonofabitch!”

	Back past the passenger’s side and toward the street. The cop followed and took another shot. It missed. Far behind him, Stu heard a car screech to a halt. He didn’t turn to look. Didn’t dare. Another shot screamed from behind and a hunk of stone exploded from a gravel driveway next to the street from where he ran. The stone had eyes. It struck him just below the ribs; he toppled. 

	He rolled over to watch as a black car barrel toward him.

	—

	“Jesus, that’s that American dude,” Cody said.

	“Holy shit! They shot him!” Buffy pulled closer. The man started to sit up. He wasn’t dead yet. The tires slowed to a creep next to the man on the street. Buffy hit the window button and shouted, “Get in! Now!”

	Stu looked around from the ground. More screams and more shots. He got to his knees and swung the front passenger door open, crawled, and flung half of his body inside, door yawning and bouncing against his hip. The car lurched as the man dangled. His upper half was inside the car while his feet skidded on toes. He began to slip off the leather seat and Buffy snapped out an arm.

	“Watch the road!” Stacy screamed from the backseat. 

	Buffy held tightly on the man only mostly in the car and lifted her eyes. The Charger rolled and thumped over a pale body on the street. There was a screech and a scent bloomed. 

	Gasoline. 

	Stacy and Cody looked out the back window to the body at the dark stain trailing behind them. There was a parade of people chasing. Jogging limply along the ditch was a dog, filthy and soaked with the inky black stuff.

	“Pie?” Buffy said.

	Immediately, Buffy’s mind went elsewhere, mainly to the fuel gauge. There was no time to worry about that, it couldn’t be as bad as it seemed, couldn’t be. The needle danced quickly from half, to quarter, to empty. Stacy and Cody both fell back into their seats, not connecting any of this. Stu tried to pull himself up again as the Charger began to slow down. 

	Sputtering. Spitting. The car rocked as the engine stalled. Buffy tried the key over and over. A groan left her throat, a short prayer danced in her head. 

	“Move!” Cody shouted from behind Buffy.

	Stu attempted to right himself in the seat, still trying to avoid touching his feet on the ground beyond the door, not understanding that they’d ceased moving. Cody punched at the back of Buffy’s seat, screaming at her.

	“I can’t! I can’t!” Buffy screamed back.

	Around them, the patter of feet increased in speed.

	“Move this fucking car!” Cody slapped at Buffy’s face from around the headrest. “Dammit, you bitch!”

	Stacy buried her face in her hands. The feet were so close and getting closer. She tightened her shoulders together at the first scream as the first hand that slapped against the exterior of the Charger. 

	They were there and more were coming.

	In a flash, Stu disappeared out the door. The yelp of his sudden terror filled the car. The door swung closed as his body bounced on the asphalt before the things dragged him away. Buffy hit the locks. The continued screams carried through the closed windows. Hands punched at the glass and fingers jerked on the handles.

	“Drive! Drive this fucking car!” Cody started swinging again. 

	Buffy wailed and cowered away from Cody’s hands. She wanted to drive, but the damned thing refused to move. 

	Like strange eagles soaring close, flying at impossible speeds, several heavy caliber shots rang through the air. Glass shattered under the hands of the mutated. Cody and Stacy ducked down. Buffy did not. More shots rang out. Dozens of them in quick succession.

	Thumps pounded and rocked the Charger. Buffy gasped. She gurgled and spat blood bubbles through a hole in the side of her neck. Her head fell forward and pressed the car horn in a constant blare as she held filthy hands against the wound. Fingers wrapped on her throat so tightly that breaths came at a premium. The interior had darkened in the shade of the swarm of reconstructed humanity as a second wave poured onto them. Hands slapped against the steel, arms reached into the interior. Scratching claws, snapping jaws full of peaked teeth. Buffy’s body lifted from the seat and the shots continued ringing out around them, squealing on the wind, ripping trails through the objects that made up Winterstone. 

	“What’s going on?” Stacy moaned.

	Cody punched at the arms coming through the broken windows, didn’t even hear the question this time. A hand found a wad of Stacy’s hair and pulled. The threads from her scalp stretched but refused to break away to relent the pressure. Stacy shrieked, grabbing at the hand. The seat blocked the tug. Finally, momentarily welcome as it was, bits of scalp tore on the collected roots. New pain flooded. Stacy bawled childishly and dropped onto her seat.

	More shots filled the day beyond the car. Constant shots.

	Buffy fell to the seat. Stacy dropped to her knees on the floor, in pain, terror abounding. Still, long fingers reached and sliver tongues filled the interior of the Dodge. It reeked of hot blood and burnt metal. Stacy buried her face. There was a gym bag that smelled of body odor. She wished to climb inside and hide out for eternity. 

	The charger rocked more with thumping shots and livid Winterstonians. Buffy fell sideways, unconscious. Cody screeched shrilly and swatted at the tongues. They flapped wetly. Bangs and whizzes pattered the atmosphere, interior and exterior. Stacy listened as sharp fingers tugged against the sweater she wore. The shots drew closer and were more selective. The bodily shades played back as the screaming figures straightened and fell. More bangs, more whizzes. Ammunition tore through the car, as if it was made of foam rather than steel and carbons. Light streams shot sights into the small world of the dying woman and the two terrified teens.

	One shot struck Cody in the shoulder. He burst into a fit, as if to shake away the pain. Stacy played pebble on the floor behind the shotgun seat.

	Hands ceased slapping the car. 

	The wailing lessened dramatically.

	Cody screamed obscenities about the hot pain in his shoulder. The hole was big enough to sink a golf ball, but little blood spilled. 

	More shots rang. No more deathly rounds entered the car. It sounded like a warzone outside. Raining bullets in a deluge of lead and spattered inky black blood.

	Then, comparative quiet inside, heartbeats pounded in ears. Stacy risked a look, unfolding like a deconstructed pretzel. Gone. Sure, there were bodies, piled and mutilated by sickness and gunplay, but nobody stood in any direction. She fell back into the seat and looked at Cody.

	“I need help,” he moaned. 

	She cried into her hands.

	—

	Dr. Margaret Sing sweated through her clothing. Part of it was effort. Part of it was pain. A clavicle, a humerus, a radius, an ulna, and three fingers of her right hand had broken under the constant wrench and bang of the locker door where she hid. 

	She’d heard the second wave of armed help come through, but did not dare move. She waited and waited. Blacked out for close to three hours and upon waking, waited more.

	Unaware of how much time had passed, she heard a lone voice: “Sing? Sing?”

	In near delirium, she was certain that the mutation had evolved to read minds, to know what she really wanted. 

	“Is there a doctor hiding in a locker?”

	The locker doors started snapping open and closed.

	“Sing?”

	She listened to tables and chairs screech on the floor. Eyes peered through the grated steel door.

	“Dr. Sing?”

	“Yes?”

	“Are you okay?”

	“No.”

	“Can you come out?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe you’re sick.”

	“We’re all wearing masks. The sick ones are all dead.”

	She thought a minute. “Um, okay. My arm is broken and wedged in the door. It hurts very much. Be gentle. Please.”

	It was not easy to keep calm. It was not easy to let go of the hold that had saved her life. Once the door eased open, the pain soared and Margaret lost her ability to remain calm. Vulgarity and emotion replaced quiet cordiality. It took six minutes. Her arm seemed dipped in acid. Her legs danced with pins and needles laced with brimstone. Her feet were pieces of foreign meat.

	A man in a mask stopped Margaret as a woman wheeled her on a gurney toward the pier door. 

	“Did you move it?” he asked.

	“It?”

	“The box. Did you move it? According to reports, you had it in the locked cold chamber off the primary laboratory. Did you move it?”

	Margaret almost laughed. A smart thing. One so smart that it considered failure and moved onto the next chance. “It’s not there?”

	“It’s nowhere.”

	“Have you checked the ocean?” 

	 

	


EPILOGUE

	In tents, wearing papery masks, the battered and bruised of Winterstone offered blood to doctors. The bloodshed ended almost twenty hours earlier and yet, they weren’t free. Not even free to visit their homes. Cody sat next to Stacy. They both had gurney beds. From the beds, they recognized most faces around them. There were a few kids and teens, even a girl from their geography class. Michelle Cowpar looked like a zombie, but not a bad zombie. A sad zombie that might return to the living, eventually.

	The doctors started the blood tests once all the shooting ended and they were certain all survivors were in the tents. Stacy and Cody watched with worry and three armed men in white biohazard suits took away three survivors. Then a fourth. Then a fifth. 

	“Him,” said one of the men in the bulky suits pointing at Cody.

	Stacy’s eyes bugged.

	“What?” Cody shouted as a soldier kicked the wing lock on a castor beneath his bed. “You can’t touch me!” He reached up, clawing at the man’s suit. 

	The man who instructed the soldier to take Cody looked up from his clipboard. “Not him, that one,” he said pointing at the bed a row back. 

	There was a thin man with an all too calm expression in his eyes. His expression remained calm even as his fingers stretched, snatched the paper mask from his face, and a sliver of serpentine flesh darted between his lips.

	The soldier quickly withdrew a pistol. “Look the other way, kids.”

	The man lashed his tongue out and jerked forward, his body uncooperative. The soldier tilted his service pistol toward the man’s chest. Bent at painful looking angles, the two halves of the man fought inside a single shell right up until a bullet tore through his heart. Once he was gone, more men and women came around with clipboards and questions. 

	—

	Mid-afternoon, more than a day later, a hand held her hand. A laminated blue bracelet wrapped around her wrist. It said nothing. She looked around the space. It was a relief to see that Cody also had a blue bracelet.

	Half had red bracelets and a few had pink bracelets. 

	Stacy thought about how her family didn’t get any bracelets. “I need to take a walk,” she said.

	“Want company?”

	She shook her head. She wanted to find Buffy. Last time she saw the woman, Buffy was unconscious and bleeding. 

	There were several secondary units within the largest tent. One of these tented units acted as an additional care center. Buffy was inside with an oxygen mask over her face and tubes in her arms. Not dead. Not yet anyway. Stacy tapped one of the medical personnel on the shoulder—an obvious difference between the soldiers and the caregivers, the caregivers did not carry rifles or pistols. It was a man. He wore a puffy suit like the others, but the gloves were smaller and tighter on his hands for better dexterity. 

	“That woman, will she be okay?” Stacy asked, pointing through the window at Buffy.

	“Should be.”

	“Why is her bracelet pink?”

	The man looked through to be certain the bracelet was indeed pink.

	“Direct, internal contact and resistance. You’ll see her again if she makes it. Pinks and blues are taking a trip together.”

	“Where?”

	The man shook his head. “No idea. They won’t even tell me. Probably somewhere secluded.”

	“More secluded than Winterstone?”

	The man smiled. “Oh yeah.”

	—

	Garcia hopped on a plane and headed west. He had new orders and wanted to cover them, in part, in person. He was not just a link in the chain, nor was the brave and wily doctor.

	“Glad you made it, really,” Garcia said.

	Margaret was cloudy with painkillers and had zero energy to play nice. “Eat me, this didn’t need to go so far and you know it. Just tell me, did you find and destroy the box?”

	Looking down at the small woman, imagining her cramped in a locker, the fear and pain she survived, he suddenly found himself utterly frozen. Bodily, he was the bearer of truth, so why lie?

	“Not yet and when it’s located, I doubt we can destroy it without understanding it.”

	“And why is that?”

	 “Above my pay grade,” he said and smiled.

	The smile did not warm the chilled air between them.

	“Look, I’ve come by to offer you a position. Actually, I was told to call you and tell you where you’re going. It doesn’t work that way and some heads don’t grasp that. You’re a private citizen and I wanted to assure you personally. I really am with you here, no matter how you choose.”

	“With me? Me? What about that little town? Wintertown?”

	“Winterstone. That’s why I’m here. It seems that there is a natural resistance with some of the survivors. For health and research concerns, they’re being moved to a remote facility. You’ll laugh when you know what they’ve discovered.”

	“Where? What’s the resistant factor?”

	Garcia shook his head. “You’ll need to sign a new contract and fly out tomorrow at the latest. Dr. Sing, how does a contract extension sound? From now to indefinitely? This thing is big and you’re a wealth of information.”

	“Get the fuck out of here,” she said.

	Garcia lifted his hands toward the ceiling and stepped away from the doctor. He knew. He saw it in her face. She was in. Even just to know what they’d discovered.

	At the gates of the Fork’s Road military base, an officer on guard duty leaned in the window of a rental car and relayed the message that a one Margaret Sing wanted a word. Garcia backed up his rental and made a quick turn.

	As much as he’d come to dislike so many aspects of his position—although officially undefined—he did enjoy the thrill of little successes in the grand scheme. 

	“I’m in, so what’s the resistant factor?”

	“A-positive. Lucky blood.”

	“I’ll be damned,” Margaret said.

	“Not by your blood.”

	—

	“Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so,” led the boisterous voice of Dean Hart. “Little ones belong to Him. They are weak, but He is strong.”

	Dean Hart’s tired but happy family sang along. They’d driven north to appreciate God’s glorious wilderness, to see bears. 

	The weeklong trip to Hyder, Alaska and back was a success on both fronts. How anyone lived on the planet and questioned God’s glory when there was so much majesty around baffled the entire Hart family—Dean and Aria more naturally; the children John, Matthew, Peter, and Mary because their parents instilled the notion. 

	The children continued their song from the back of the ancient VW bus that acted as the family’s home base for the trip. “Jesus loves me, loves me still…”

	“Quiet children,” Aria said.

	Just ahead of them on the highway southbound were men in military garb. It was a roadblock. Dean had planned to fill the tank at the station in the small town of Winterstone. NO ENTRY, read the barricade rather than ROAD CLOSED, WASHOUT, or POWERLINES DOWN.

	Dean used his good sense and followed the route. God would keep him rolling, certainly. Even in spite of the fact that the VW was a guzzler.

	“No worries,” Dean said; he mostly meant it. 

	Dean put his faith in the van just as he did in the Lord. A week earlier, Brother Sebastian blessed the commune’s bus for the trip as he did before every excursion. From the commune in Verlot, Washington all the way north to Alaska’s most southern road accessible point, the Hart family knew that blessing.

	The gas gage leaned at an ominously low angle long enough that Dean saw his blessings slipping. The signs for the town of Terrace explained a great distance and Dean’s faith in the bus experienced the first test when the engine chugged and sputtered.

	“Dean?”

	“Not now, Aria.”

	The vehicle sputtered once more before it began coughing. Dean popped it into neutral and rolled to the gravel on the side of the road.

	“It was the roadblock. I have a can. I’ll walk to the next house and ask for help. You try to flag someone down.”

	“Isn’t there a town just—?” Aria began to ask.

	“Didn’t you read the signs? That town is closed off. Reading signs is important for us as Christians, almost as important as a wife not questioning her husband.”

	Aria put her chin down. “Right. Sorry.”

	The left behind family watched Dean head southbound on the road. Aria turned back to her children and explained the danger of traffic. Stretching their legs was okay, but only in the ditch or the field. The children agreed and burst from the VW bus. They hopped over the swampy ditch bottom and climbed the fence into an open pasture. No animals in sight, but knowing that they stood in a cow field, or a sheep field, or a horse field was enough.

	“I’m a giraffe!” Matthew shouted.

	Peter swung his arms as if to welcome Matthew the giraffe aboard his invisible ark—the ark being everything behind him.

	“I’m a lion!” John said and ran on fours past Peter.

	Mary hopped. “I’m a bunny and you can’t eat me on Noah’s boat, ‘cause God wants us to survive His wrath!”

	Peter nodded, John nodded, and Matthew pointed. “Hey, a doggy.”

	A dog, stumbling and limping, moved toward them. The thing was soaked and filthy. Matthew, the youngest at seven, ran toward the dog. The others followed.

	“Don’t touch it,” Mary whispered.

	The dog had fallen onto its side. Bones jutted from one of its rear legs, gashes covered its face, and pink fluid leaked from its belly.

	“Is it going to die?” John asked.

	Matthew bent at the waist and took hold of the dog’s collar. There was a tag, he spun and read aloud, “Winterstone. S-eight-two-nine-two-dash-six. Animal lic. One-four-two-zero-zero. Pie’oh’pup.”

	“Pie’oh’pup?” Mary asked.

	The dog lifted his head and opened its jaw to take a breath. Its thin tongue drooped from its mouth.

	“Eww, his tongue is weird,” Peter said.

	Matthew let go of the collar and wiped his hand in the grass. “Poor doggy,” he said, and the dog sneezed inky snot onto Matthew’s hands and shirt. “Ugh! Ugh! Gross!”

	At the road, a loud vehicle slowed down. Aria’s voice carried over the short distance and the children scurried back to find their father, mother, and a farmer, who sat in a truck, all waiting by the VW. The farmer nodded, waved, drove away, and Dean began filling the tank from a red gas can.

	“See, God is always looking out for us. Just have faith and He will protect us and help us.”

	“We saw a—” Peter started to say.

	Matthew kicked his brother’s ankle. It was a secret. He shouldn’t have touched the dog, and he knew it. Their parents were going to be furious. “It’s our secret with God,” he whispered to his siblings.

	They all nodded; he was oldest and wisest. 

	The family carried onward. The children played, not singing, just playing, and then fell asleep in the back as the parents rode up front. They reached the border just twelve hours after passing Winterstone. 

	Dean looked around at his sleeping family—wife included—and thought himself the luckiest man on earth. It would be a shame to wake them. The border guard didn’t mind as Dean had the passports ready, receipts and souvenirs if necessary. Everything was fine and the guard whispered, “Welcome home,” as he handed back the paperwork. 

	Dean—a man with A-positive blood, though he did not know as much—drove over the border with a stowaway passenger of sorts, unclaimed and unnoticed, but undeniable.
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