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    Elliot sat on the front steps of his house and sipped a warm Dr. Pepper as he watched his neighbor drag her husband�s corpse to the curb. This marked only two of them left on the block now, him and Evajean. Oak Street�s last two residents, the rest decaying in piles the city had stopped picking up three weeks ago. He�d immediately began thinking of them as the Easy Es, taking it easy while the world dies. Elliot had even wondered, perhaps thrown off his moral game by the craziness of the world around him, if this meant he�d finally get to sleep with her.

    He stood up. �You need help?� he called to her, waving the pop can over his head.

    Evajean shrugged, only looking at him briefly, and continued her slow progress, dragging Henry by the wrists.

    Elliot set down the drink and jogged across the lawn and street. He took hold of Henry�s ankles. The dead man�s ass now was all that touched the ground and Evajean�s speed improved considerably. Elliot smiled at her, a sort of aren�t-you-glad-I-was-just-hanging-out-and-available look, but she didn�t return it. Her eyes were wholly on Henry.

    Elliot felt for her. He didn�t care for Henry, had always pegged the guy as fat, dumb, and not nearly good enough for her, but she�d been attached to him, had married him, so this sudden separation was likely messing her up good. He needed to let her calm down, get her wits back, and then he could move in as the savior. He was the last man around-and Evajean looked oh so much like she could use a man.

    �You want some place to stay,� he said, panting now with the weight, �or don�t want to be alone in- I don�t know, all alone in that empty house��

    She did look at him now. Her eyes slowly came up from Henry�s grey face, and she smiled. It was a tiny gesture, not even showing any teeth, but Elliot�s heart went all a-flutter.

    �I don�t have much,� he continued. �The stores, everything, there�s not a lot to get. But I do have some steaks still frozen and some bottles of Jim Beam.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean nodded. �Whiskey�s just what I need right now.�

    For a moment he thought she was being sarcastic but then he saw how hungry her expression was. This lady needed to get plastered.

    �Three bottles is what I got,� he said. �And some other stuff. Stoli�s. I think a wine cooler from that office barbecue.�

    �Just the whiskey.�

    �Sure,� he said. Then, �It�s not like I�m a big drinker. Three bottles, I mean, shit that�s a lot of Jim Beam. But it was for an engagement party. A buddy a mine, he and his girl� Then all this happened,� he rolled his head, indicating the neighborhood in general, �and, well, things got called off.�

    �I understand,� Evajean said. She was back to looking at Henry.

    A couple of grunting heaves and they had the body at rest next to the curb. Someday, if things ever got back to normal and the city�s administration started humming away about its business, a truck would drive by and men would get out and take Henry away to be fed back into the Hole.

    But the world was dead. Elliot knew nobody would come and that the act of putting Henry in the collection area was only to provide closure to Evajean. Her husband was really gone and she could accept that now.

    Elliot put his hand on her shoulder. �You want to stand here? Be alone for a bit?�

    She nodded. She didn�t react to the contact.

    �Sure,� Elliot said. �Look, I�m going to go back inside and see about thawing those steaks. If you�d like one or you want that drink, go head and knock, okay?�

    �Okay,� she said.

    He turned and left her standing by the curb, leaning forward slightly, palms out, like she wanted to touch Henry but couldn�t make herself do it.
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    He�d lied about the steaks. They were already mostly thawed, his freezer broken nearly three days now. Electricity was still on-how, he had no idea-but the appliance was unreliable even before the bad times had come and the city�s entire population of repair guys died.

    He sniffed the meat before putting it out on the counter, deciding it was probably okay. He�d just refer to it as dry aged if asked. These were the last of them, though. No more beef or chicken, no more fresh vegetables. He�d be eating canned goods and dry stuff in boxes within a week.

    Elliot leaned back against the wall of the kitchen and exhaled slowly. The harsh loneliness of his life came in waves and watching Evajean silently and stoically mourn over Henry, standing so small on the asphalt between his body and a Honda with broken windows� The image stuck, flashing now, the fresh memory intruding against dinner preparations.

    Clarine had looked just like that back in July when the two of them, exhausted from the terror of days barely past, had taken their daughter across the lawn and laid her out in the street-what people were just then beginning to call the collection area. Callie was smaller than Henry, her tiny body sunken, her face warped from screaming, but the presence of her laying there while Clarine wept was every bit as large. How had they made it through? How had his wife kept it even modestly together into August, when her speech had first taken the lilting quality that indicated horribly that the infection had set in? How had he not snapped, not killed the both of them, when the lilting progressed to that weird and musical babbling and she�d just stared at him, without moving for days, eyes cold and hateful?

    He�d been alone since the tenth of that month. Clarine had finally taken her own life, breaking the ropes binding her to her grandmother�s hand-me-down rocking chair and driving a broken off, crystal candlestick into the fleshy spot beneath her jaw. That�s how Elliot found her. He wondered then if she�d done it shut herself up, to stop the tongue gone mad in her mouth.

    �Mr. Bishop?�

    Elliot jumped. He�d left the house�s wooden door open, the entrance covered only by the screen door. Evajean was there now, calling into him. How long had he been standing against the red wallpaper of the kitchen-a floral design Clarine had insisted upon when they�d bought the place as newlyweds?

    �Oh, Jesus, Evajean,� he said, jogging to the front of the house to let her in. �Please, you can- I mean, if you want, call me Elliot.�

    She smiled at him as he undid the latch. �Elliot,� she said.

    �Right.� He held the door for her and she stepped in, looking around at the small and dim foyer, with its large mirror and framed poster of a Paris martini ad from the 1920s. �Look, I got the steaks ready, I can fire up the grill-�

    �I�ll have that drink if you don�t mind.�

    �Oh, sure,� he said. He stepped back toward the living room, pointing. �Right over here. You want ice? There�s a little left in the back-�

    �No,� she said. �Just straight. I need it straight.�

    He nodded. The two large bottles of whiskey were on the tiny table they�d setup just for drinks in an effort to give the place a sophisticated air. The intent had always been to get a set of crystal decanters and fancy tumblers so they could offer guests drinks like the charming hosts in the movies. But Clarine and Elliot had never settled on a design and the years had gone by with the table holding only opened bottles and a couple extra glasses they didn�t have room for in the kitchen.

    It was into these Elliot poured a huge rush of Jim Beam, handing the nearly full glass to Evajean. �Sorry,� he said. �If that�s too much-�

    �No, it�s fine,� she said, taking it from him and sipping slowly, then faster. Without looking at him, she swallowed half the whiskey, then set the rest down next to the bottle. �Thank you.�

    �Sure thing. Are you hungry?�

    

    

3

    

    Evajean shrugged.

    Elliot didn�t want to push her but he was hungry. Dry cereal, his usual breakfast these last couple weeks, had been far from appetizing that morning and he�d only managed to get down a couple of handfuls before deciding it just wasn�t worth it. Now he wanted the steak and his stomach wasn�t going to let him wait out Evajean�s mourning period before getting it.

    �Well, it�ll take a while for me to get everything fired up and cooking. So why don�t I start, you can finish your drink, and then if you don�t want to eat I can reheat it later for you.�

    �Okay,� she said.

    He picked up her drink and used it to lead her into the kitchen. She sat at the table there, silently, sipping her drink while he seasoned the meat.

    Physically, Evajean looked devastated. She was a tiny woman to start but now, after maybe weeks of dealing with a mad and dying husband and the horrors of the world beyond that, she�d shrunk in on herself, her eyes dark and shallow, her hair matted. Elliot hoped she hadn�t given up yet, hadn�t decided to just let this terror beat her down. They weren�t friends, he knew that, but she was the only one left Elliot knew and the thought of being alone in the world of strangers, without even this defeated woman�s familiar face, tightened his stomach and made him feel sick.

    So he�d feed her because getting food in her belly (how long since she�d last eaten? he wondered) would have to be the start to recovery. Then talking, then tears, and then, if the hurt didn�t run too deep, maybe a smile. Elliot, who throughout his life had seen problems as projects, obstacles to be methodological overcome, decided Evajean would be his next puzzle. He�d figure her out and help her because there was no one else to help.

    Elliot piled the meat on a plastic Dora the Explorer tray he and Clarine had found at a thrift store and Callie had insisted on they buy on the spot. One corner was broken off from his daughter banging against the inside of the car on the way home, overcome as only children can be by delight and excitement and youthful insanity. He missed her. Jesus Christ, he missed both of them.

    �I need to take these outside now,� he said to Evajean, who had nearly finished the enormous quantity of whiskey and was staring blankly at the glass. �They�ll be only maybe ten or fifteen minutes on the grill.�

    She nodded. �That sounds fine,� she said.

    Elliot almost put his hand on her shoulder as he walked past her and out the door at the back of the kitchen that lead to the deck. But he didn�t. He couldn�t be sure how she�d take it. He might spook her. Elliot wanted her, wanted to be with her-it had been so damn long since he�d had companionship or human touch-and frightening her now would ruin it. Better to wait and feed her, get her thinking about life again and not just that corpse in the road.

    He left the back door open while he dragged the grill to the center of the deck, turned on the propane, and got it going. The smell of the meat was fresh and new in a neighborhood gone quite. August was the month of barbecues and beer, families in backyards firing up charcoal and struggling through games of croquet. But this August had been silent and without those summer smells. It had been empty and Elliot was glad when it slipped away into September and he could put the month of his wife�s death behind him.

    He sat down on the wooden bench that ran along the edge of the deck. Were they really the only ones left? Of course not. The chances of two people, across the street from each other, being the lone survivors of this murderous illness was clearly impossible. Others continued living somewhere, maybe even close. Once Callie�d gotten sick and then Clarine, he�d confined himself to the block, only venturing out so far as the Safeway grocery store a quarter mile north. And this last week he hadn�t left the house at all.

    Elliot turned over the steaks and stared into the heat until they�d finished. Spearing them onto Callie�s tray, he took the food inside and set it on the table in front of Evajean. She still had her drink, though it was almost gone, and she swallowed the remainder before touching one one of the steaks and then licking her finger. �It�s good,� she said. �Thank you.�

    Elliot smiled. �They should sit for a few minutes. You want another drink?�

    She exhaled-almost a sigh-and shook her head. �I�ll get sick.�

    �Something else, then? I think I have some cranberry juice.�

    �No,� she said. Then, �Actually, could I just get a glass of water?�

    He rinsed and filled her cup at the sink in the kitchen and came back with it and a couple of plates, forks, and knives. Evajean pulled a steak from the tray and cut into it. The two ate slowly, not talking. Once, during the meal, Evajean glanced at him and smiled. He smiled back and the they finished the food in comfortable silence.
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    After they�d finished eating and had cleaned up, Elliot and Evajean talked about nothing until the sun dipped low and dark came. She asked if she could stay-�I can�t stay in that house,� she�d said. �I just can�t.�-and he offered her his bed while he took the couch.

    In the morning, Elliot woke to find her in the kitchen again, her glass half full of whiskey, her head on the table, asleep. He took the liquor away without waking her and poured it down the sink. He hoped she wasn�t going to do this for long. A drunk-a sad, lonely, defeated drunk-wasn�t the kind of girl he pictured making a life in a devastated environment with. You�re husband�s dead, Evajean, he wanted to say. And if you keep at it like this, you�re going to end up right there with him.

    �Henry?� she said behind him, her voice confused.

    �No, Evajean. It�s me, Elliot.� He waited a moment while she stared without comprehension at him. Then he said, �Henry�s dead.�

    She put her head back down, started to cry, and then began coughing. He got her some water and she drank it.

    �I�m sorry,� she said, when she had herself back under some control.

    �No-�

    �No, I�m sorry. For being like this.�

    Elliot shook his head and put his hand on her arm. �We�re both like this,� he said. �We�re both left with everyone� With them all dead.�

    She nodded and looked around the kitchen like she was searching for something.

    �What�s the Hole?� she asked.

    Elliot was startled by the question. �It�s where they take the bodies,� he said. �Where they burn them, I guess.�

    �How do you know?�

    Elliot shrugged. �It�s what I�ve heard. People say-�

    �But you don�t know,� she said quickly, even angrily.

    He sat down in the chair across from her, puzzled. No, he didn�t know that. He�d heard it, catching it again and again in rumors from neighbors before they�d died, from a teacher at Callie�s school on the day they�d called the assembly to announce the indefinite end of classes. He guessed he�d even assumed it himself because that was what made the most sense. But he didn�t know.

    �I want to see it,� Evajean said.

    �You-�

    �I want to know. If things were still running, that�s where they�d take Henry. They�d take him to the Hole.�

    �And you want to take him there now?�

    �No,� she said. �No, I can�t� He�s dead but I can�t carry him around like he�s-I don�t know-like he�s something I got to return to the goddamn store.�

    �Then why-�

    �Because I want to know. What is it? Why do they take the bodies there?�

    �Quarantine,� Elliot said. �So it doesn�t spread.�

    �All to the same place? Why don�t they just burn them?�

    �I don�t know,� he said. �Maybe so scientists, doctors can study them? Far as I know, nobody knows what this is and so maybe they get all the bodies in one place and can try to figure it out from there.�

    Evajean looked at him and lifted the corner of her mouth with biting condescension. �I�m sure that�s what they do, Mr. Bishop. Get all the victims together in one big, fucking pile, and study them to come up with a cure.�

    �Eva-�

    �But if that�s what they�re doing, why haven�t they found anything? Why hasn�t there been any news? All we got for months is the same �stay in your homes, don�t panic, and put your goddamn loved ones at the curb.� I want to know, Mr. Bishop.�

    �It�s Ell-�

    �I want to know,� she said again. Then she stood up and walked into the living room to pour herself another glass of whiskey.
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    He didn�t move, thinking over what she�d said. Was she going to leave? There could be anything out there beyond the few blocks of quiet and calm they�d known these prior weeks. if she did leave, if she did intend to find the Hole, Elliot would go with her. Sitting alone in his house as she, the only living person he knew, walked away would be the worst kind of contrition to this victorious plague. His home was a shell, his neighborhood an lifeless wreck. He�d follow Evajean because she still walked and breathed, was still warm-and was without the madness of the infected.

    Decision energizing his movement, he followed her now into the living room. She was seated on the couch, head back on the cushions, a nearly full glass of whiskey resting on one leg.

    She looked up as he came in. �I can�t drink it,� she said.

    Elliot closed his eyes and nodded. �I understand,� he said.

    �I need to get out.�

    �Now?�

    She smiled at him. �No, not now. If I�m going to do this-find the Hole-I really should pack. Get some stuff together. Fill up the car with food and clothes.�

    �Supplies,� he said.

    �Uh huh.�

    He took the glass from her and swallowed a mouthful of the drink. It was terrible stuff, harsh and bitter. Elliot never drank it, save during college when they�d poured it over ice and pretended they were characters from the pulp novels. �I want to go with you,� he said.

    Evajean looked at him long, far longer than she done since he�d helped her carry Henry across the lawn. He thought she�d say no, tell him this was a journey she needed to do for herself and by herself, a spiritual quest of sorts about a lone woman making her way across the apocalypse to find the answers to the mysteries that assaulted her. But-and this surprised the hell out of him in its suddenness-he was prepared to beg.

    �I want you to,� she said, however. �I don�t want to do this alone.�

    Talk spiraled between them for the next hour, with discussions of how they�d get wherever they were going and what to bring and what to leave. Elliot realized how rushed it all felt and how consumed the two were with it, like children who�d made plans to run away and seek their fortune in a wide world free of parental control. If they stopped to think it all over, the spell would break, the absurdity of driving into a dead wilderness without direction would pound them back into sensibility and they�d retire to their homes to await the return of the authorities. They�d become sensible adults again.

    Elliot pushed through those doubts. There was nothing left so why not go for it? He didn�t know Evajean beyond friendly hellos as neighbors, but she was enthusiastic (manically so, he recognized, and probably coping barely at all with the terrifying grief they both felt) and attractive and the idea of seeking out the Hole with her, whatever it turned out to be, had immediately, and with a sense of salvation, trumped the depression and defeatism inflicting him like the as yet unexperienced plague.

    So they prepared. It was decided early on they�d take Elliot�s truck, the Ford F-250 that had been the chariot of the landscaping business he�d run with his brother before Clarine had talked him into moving out to the east coast. The back could hold all the food the two of them had on hand as well as a good deal more. Mileage wasn�t great but Evajean said there were bound to be plenty of cars out there they could siphon gas from as needed.

    During breaks for lunch and dinner they finished the perishable food in Elliot�s freezer. Now it was entirely cans and dry goods-and whatever else they picked up along the way. And what �along the way� meant exactly became their first significant argument as a hastily assembled couple.

    �It�s west, is what I heard,� Evajean said, pushing around the last of her meat.

    �West?� A night a month ago, when he was on his fifth beer at the road house bar outside of Charlottesville he went to when he needed to get away from things, Elliot had been told by a trucker heading through to Richmond that the Hole was in Montana. The guy said he had a buddy who�d been hired by the state to haul corpses there but that things had gone irreparably to shit before he�d had a chance to get started.

    Evajean said, �In Colorado, in the Rockies, I think. The same place they have that military base.�

    �NORAD?�

    She nodded. �That sounds right. Henry, my husband, he showed me a website. He�d gotten kind of obsessed with it before he got sick and this one site had a lot of eyewitness things about people who�d followed the trucks, the ones that came and got the bodies, and how the trucks were dumped into bigger trucks that went west to-what was it?�

    �To NORAD?�

    �At least that�s what this website said.�

    �I heard Montana,� he said and told her about the trucker and his buddy.

    �I don�t think so,� Evajean told him, shaking her head. �What�s in Montana? If this is like you said, if the Hole is a place to see if someone can figure out the plague, it makes a lot more sense for it to be a hidden military base where they can have scientists and doctors and keep it all secret. Because what if this plague was terrorism.� She said this last like the thought had just now occurred to her-like it hadn�t been all over the news channels for months-and her startled eyes went wide. �What if it was terrorism, Elliot? What if we�re all dying because those guys in the Middle East-�

    �If it was terrorism,� he said, �it�s over now. Whoever did it�s dead, too.�

    She breathed heavily, calming herself. �I want to go to Colorado,� she said.

    �Because of a website? The Hole in Montana makes a lot more sense than some underground bunker. How many bodies were there? Millions? How would they fit all those people in a tunnel under the mountains? And Montana is coming from a guy who was hired to take them there. Your website- Most of that stuff online�s bullshit, anyway.�

    �Henry wouldn�t have showed it to me if it was bullshit,� Evajean said, anger sharpening her tone. �He makes his living on the Internet, anyway, so he knows when sites are good.�

    He didn�t bother to correct her tense. And, after several more back and forth protests of quickly waning heat, they settled on driving west to Colorado and then, if the NORAD hypothesis failed to pan out, going north into Montana.
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    Evajean rolled down the truck�s window and leaned out. �Jesus,� she said.

    �This the furthest out you�ve been?� Elliot asked. They�d decided to drive through town towards the freeway, a route that would take them past a Wal-Mart where they hoped to pick up rifles and ammunition. This was Evajean�s idea and Elliot had been brought around to seeing it as a good one. They had a lot of desirable items in the truck and no way of knowing how bad things were out beyond the borders of town. Neither knew how to use firearms but they figured if they stuck to shotguns and only then as items to point threateningly, not so much to actually shoot, the could avoid most trouble. After that brief stop, it�d be two days of driving on I-70 before they hit Colorado.

    Evajean shook her head. �I went out-to the Wal-Mart, actually-back just before Henry got sick, since we were out of things, but once he started- Once things got bad, I stayed home.� She rolled the window up again and leaded back in her seat, closing her eyes. �I didn�t know they were this bad.�

    Abandoned cars made the driving difficult. Elliot had to keep his speed down and carefully weave, since the roads were clogged with vehicles, some with their doors open like the passangers had been too much in a hurry to even both closing up, and some with their windshields or side windows smashed out. But neither Elliot nor Evajean had seen a single other person since they�d set out thirty minutes ago.

    Outside of their neighborhood, there�d been out buildings, street lights and power lines knocked and torn down, and a pet store with the back end of a large van sticking out the huge front windows. At this last they�d stopped, Elliot saying that maybe they should see if there were any animals still trapped inside. Evajean laughed, but agreed.

    The result was a tiny black puppy curled asleep on the bench seat behind them, probably exhausted from lack of food. They�d given it water, which it lapped mightily, and searched the store for dog food, but found none. Wal-Mart would have some, Evajean said, and they�d added that to their shopping list right under buckshot.

    The devastation they passed now, as they finally cleared the main downtown of Charlottesville and drove into the thinning residential areas between them and the big box store, was more subtle-but equally frightening. Most of the houses had open doors and windows and at several they saw clothes tossed across the lawn. Nothing moved and the emptiness and odd clutter heightened the sense of a world gone.

    �I always thought it�d be gorier,� Evajean said after several minutes. The stopped cars were less dense now and Elliot had increased their pace.

    �What?�

    �The end of the world. I mean those-you�ve seen them-those zombie movies. Day of the Dead, Dawn of the Dead-�

    �Night of the Living Dead,� he said.

    �Those. Everyone�s killed and torn up, there are bodies and fires.�

    �We saw those burned buildings.�

    She shrugged. �But I guess I thought there�d be more. Where is everyone?�

    �I don�t know,� he said.
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    �I don�t know,� he said. �It�s not like there were many left by the time the collections stopped.�

    When this had all began, when the first people here and there got sick and the news was treating it like nothing more than another summer cycle of West Nile Virus or the latest strain of flu, the town on Charlottesville maintained its simple status quo. That first month, three elderly residents had contracted the disease and they�d all heard about a dozen more over in Richmond, but old people are always getting sick. It�s not worth getting worked into a town wide panic because a handful old people come down with something-even if that something makes them speak in tongues and slowly go mad.

    But as it spread, as more stories came in from across the country and the television news channels put together animated intros, complete with heavy music, for stories about the plague, neighbors started talking about how maybe this was cause for genuine concern. Grandparents were pulled from nursing homes to live with their families. People stopped going out as much and the restaurants, bars, and nightclubs saw business plunge. Authorities told people to be calm and adopt the usual precautions: report any new cases, wash hands, avoid the sick, and only assemble when necessary.

    Then the plague hit the children. A little boy in Alabama came down with it but his parents, conservative Pentecostals, thought his babbling was the voice of the Lord and so it was only when the autopsy found the spongy masses where his liver and stomach had been that the world realized the full panic of not just those already close to death being picked off but the youngest generation, too. As more sick children were found, the schools closed and Carlottesville organized food drops so citizens could remain in their homes, minimizing contact even with close friends and extended family.

    The hospitals closed when the plague had infected forty percent of the adult population. Television stations went into automated reruns and the news played only recorded messages about new disposal procedures. Anyone dead was to be brought to the curb, where garbage collection had once occurred, and men in trucks came by every other day to pick them up. These men would leave immediately in anyone from in the houses tried to approach, cutting off perhaps the only remaining venue for updates beyond the city. And even that minimal contact ceased.

    Two weeks before Clarine got sick, the trucks failed to arrive. The number of bodies being dragged out to the street had diminished greatly, but what small piles there were just stayed there. Elliot and Evajean were lucky enough in that respect to live on a street already effectively depopulated, so the views from their front windows were unobstructed by that sad picture of human remains.

    So it had been the middle of July since either one of them had learned anything about their dying world. Now, driving through its outskirts for the first time in over a month, Elliot shared Evajean�s confusion. How could the entire population of a town, even in the reduced size left after the collections stopped, simply vanish?
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    Evajean was back to staring out the window now, and Elliot wished he could say more to her, tell her anything. But he drove the rest of the way in silence, occasionally letting himself wander back to this newest mystery but never with real concentration. They�d find answers as soon as the road took them away from Charlottsville and they found other survivors.

    Elliot put the truck in park and turned to Evajean. �Doesn�t look like we�ll find them here,� he said.

    The Wal-Mart lot was empty except for a beaten up VW bus driven into one of the cart returns and now rusting there without any tires. Shopping carts peppered the asphalt, knocked over and tossed around, but there weren�t any signs of violence, no detritus from food riots or other signs that the store might have been ransacked.

    Evajean opened her door and stepped out. The puppy in the back, startled awake by Elliot swinging the driver�s side door shut, stood up awkwardly and barked. Evajean leaned inside and scratched its head, telling the dog that they�d be back with food soon.

    �We should bring it with us,� Elliot said, �so it doesn�t get hot in the car.�

    �Leave the windows down. I just don�t want to have to worry about it getting away. Have you ever had a puppy?�

    �No.�

    �They run. Fast. Let�s just get what we need and get out of here.� She looked around at the empty lot. �This place is kind of creepy.�

    �Definitely,� Elliot said. And that was actually why he wanted to take the dog. Having it in the cart, content with food in its stomach, would lessen how depressing the environment was. The store looked relatively unmolested from the outside but he bet once they got inside they�d find the chaotic remains of similar shopping expeditions by other emigrants from Charlottesville. The puppy would be comforting.

    But he gave into her. He�d never have done so with his wife, but that was Clarine and they�d had a relationship both loving and contentious, the former often acting as the only buffer against the destructive potential of the latter. With Clarine gone, he�d lost that fighting instinct. It didn�t feel right to unnecessarily butt heads with anyone else.

    Near the store�s entrance, they righted an overturned cart and, now equipped to carry their haul, forced open the sliding glass doors and walked into Wal-Mart.

    It hadn�t occurred to him, even after years of weekly trips to the unpierced concrete box of a store, that it�d be dark inside. Without electricity to power the endless rows of overhead florescents, the Wal-Mart was a vacuous black void. Elliot laughed nervously.

    �Should have brought flashlights,� Evajean said.

    �We have one in the truck, don�t we?� he said.

    �Want me to go get it?�

    �I will,� he said, pulling the cart back outside. The deep darkness and the thought of wandering through it with nothing more than the weak trickle of a flashlight, made him want to pet the dog, to rub his hand through its coat, to close his eyes and pretend for a tiny moment that none of this had happened, that Clarine was still alive and the two of them had just bought Callie the puppy she�d always wanted.

    �I want to get my jacket, too,� he said to Evajean to cover his fright. �Should I get yours?�

    She hugged herself and rubbed the arms of her sweater. �I�m good,� she said.

    Elliot nodded and jogged back to the truck. The puppy looked at him sleepily as he opened the door and pulled his coat out from behind the seat. �Hi,� he said to it and scratched the dog�s head. The tension in his chest slipped slightly and he was intensely glad they�d found the animal. It reminded him of Callie when she�d been tiny, when she�d been more of demanding house pet than an actual person.

    Evajean was waiting outside when he came back. �Ready?� she asked.

    Elliot waved the flashlight, turning it on and off. Then he shrugged. �I had a hard enough time finding stuff in here when the lights worked.�

    Evajean grinned. �We�ll figure it out,� she said.

    The store, Evajean said after they�d stumbled their way to the pet food section, was way creepier than the parking lot. Distances that had been inconveniently long when Elliot and Clarine had done their regular shopping, now seemed prohibitively huge. They did their best wandering back and forth through the grocery aisles, tossing into the cart anything that looked like it�d keep well in the back of a truck. When their limited capacity was full, they began the search for sporting goods and the guns that section housed.

    Once, as they passed through the children�s clothes, Evajean giggling about how the brushing of cloth against them was like a haunted house, Elliot heard a noise. It was a faint shuffling, something being dragged maybe, and he stopped walking, grabbing Evajean�s shoulder. She called out at the sudden contact and the cry barely masked a startled thump from elsewhere in the store.

    Elliot hushed her and said, �Did you hear that?�

    �What?� Immediate concern wiped the schoolgirl silliness from her face.

    �I thought I heard something. Like something moving.�

    �Is there someone else in here?� she whispered, hunkering down a bit behind one of the racks of jeans.

    Elliot realized he was shining the flashlight in her face and turned it away, crouching next to her. �I don�t know. It could be an animal.�

    They they both heard it, the sound of sneakers on polished tile, and Evajean slapped her hand over her mouth. �What is that?� she asked between her fingers.

    �There�s someone else in the store,� he said. �I�m going to see who it is.�

    �Wait-� Evajean said, but Elliot was standing up, calling out to perhaps the first person either of them had seen in some time.

    �Hello?� he shouted. �Hello, is anyone there?�

    They heard what sounded like an under the breath response and Elliot tried again. This time only the sound of sneakers came back to them, though a great deal closer now.

    Elliot pointed his flashlight.

    The woman was twenty feet away, standing in the isle between the boys and girls clothes sections, her blue vest hanging from only one arm, the yellow smily face button bouncing erratically as she started running at them. Her mouth kept moving like she was trying to talk but words weren�t forthcoming-only a constant hum: Mmmm! Mmmm!

    Evajean�s hand was away from her mouth now and she screamed.
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    Elliot didn�t have a gun yet. He didn�t have anything more than a plastic flashlight with a rubberized handle and no more weight than the two D batteries contained within. Around him were only racks of clothes: no shovels or bats or fireplace pokers. He was entirely unarmed.

    Evajean was still screaming behind him as he fell back, away from the crazy woman. Elliot�s mind did its best to process the situation and come up with a solution but this was all happening too fast. He flailed out with his arms, grabbing at anything near, and came away with a metal sign from atop one of the racks, a sale price indicator held in a frame of aluminum with a weighted base. This he swung in front of him, waving it at the woman while Evajean stood screaming, showing only a void expression of horror.

    He couldn�t see, making out just quick flashes of that blue vest, cut off again and again as the arc of his swings brought the for sale sign through the flashlight�s beam. �Evajean!� he called. �Help, dammit!�

    He�d backtracked enough that Evajean, off to one side, was between him and the Wal-Mart woman. In the diffuse light of the beam he saw her shake herself, stand tall, and then, as he shouted at her to stop, charge their assailant.

    Evajean hit the woman low and hard, knocking both of them to the ground. She was still screaming, the long call coming to form his name as the two women rolled back and forth on the tile, trashing and tearing.

    What the hell is she doing? he thought, unable to decide between rushing over to join the fray or using this briefly stolen moment to retrieve a better weapon. His mind, racing ahead of his consciousness, settled on the latter and Elliot turned away from the melee to look for a larger club.

    There, maybe ten paces away, barely made out in the flashlight-and Elliot immediately felt the sting of leaving Evajean back in complete darkness with a crazy person-was a mannequin, arms stuck out flamboyantly, a man dressed for a night out in a cheap suit. Elliot ran at it, pulled off the jacket, and wrenched one arm out of the thing�s trunk. Holding this new, and much heavier, weapon above his head in one hand, he turned back to where Evajean and the Wal-Mart woman were still on the floor, still fighting furiously.

    �Get back,� he shouted when he was near them. �Get up!�

    And she did. As soon as Evajean was away, Elliot started swinging. The impacts were immense, the shock traveling through the mannequin�s arm, through the plastic hand, and into his. But he kept beating her. He didn�t want to stop, not in this terrible, dark store that had scared the shit out of him long before they�d come across the psycho; not in this empty, hollowed out town where he�d had friends and family, a wife, a child, and lovers. He beat this woman like she was all of it, like he could exercise the pain via her bloodied corpse.

    Elliot only stopped when Evajean grabbed him from behind, wrapping her arms around his own, saying, �Elliot! Elliot, stop it!�

    He did.

    The Wal-Mart lady lay on the tile, one leg kicking, her arm twisted under her back. She gazed up at Elliot and Evajean, eyes still wide and aware, though glazed with the craziness both had seen before during the slow deaths of loved ones. Elliot was suddenly angry at her for making him do this, for forcing him to hurt her so badly that she�d be dead in a few minutes. It was somehow easier when the disease took them, no matter how painfully, but to have it make another person do it, even in self defense, only heightened Elliot�s derision of the virus-or bacteria, or whatever the hell it was.

    Evajean said, �Is she okay?�

    Elliot looked at her. Surprisingly, she appeared unhurt, aside from a gash across one cheek, a ripped ear, and torn clothes. �I think she�s going to die,� he said.

    Evajean mouthed �Oh,� and turned away.

    Elliot crouched down next to the Wal-Mart lady and leaned close to her face. �Can you hear me?� he asked. The rage was gone. �I�m sorry. I didn�t want to do that.�

    The woman shifted her eyes to his and some of the crazy tension went out of her face. She opened her lips, slid out her tongue, and then started babbling again, though this time quieter and more measured.

    It sounded like a language to Elliot. Callie has made odd noises like all kids do but this was different. With his daughter, they�d clearly been only sounds, random syllables her mind assembled as it tried to wrestle down the vocabulary and syntax the adults were bombarding it with. But with this woman, driven mad by the disease, he heard actual language. Of course he didn�t know what any of it meant, just like if he�d been dropped in a foreign country, and the words were distorted from forcing them through the pain of her wounds, yet it had the sound of actual speech.

    �What are you saying?� he said to her, getting his ear as close to her mouth as he was comfortable doing with a lady who had, minutes ago, been trying her best to smash Evajean�s head in with her fists.

    But just that strange language came out, none of the words recognizable. Each sentence was clouded with humming, though-that constant �Mmm�� that she�d been calling out when she�d first charged the two of them.

    Then, abruptly, the �Mmm� broke through, like it had been blocked up but now the whole word was free. �More!� she shouted. �More!� Again and again that single word.

    �More what?� Evajean said. �Does she want you to hit her more?� This last she said with sick incredulousness.

    The shouts lead to coughing, however, and the coughing consumed whatever was left of the Wal-Mart woman�s strength after the terrible injuries. She faded fast then and within a minute Evajean and Elliot were standing and sitting next to nothing more than a corpse of the kind they�d both seen far too many of.
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    �We still need those guns,� Elliot said after he and Evajean had composed themselves and started thinking about such things again. They�d started walking, slower this time, the flashlight waved a bit more thoroughly in case the store housed any more crazies.

    �Definitely,� Evajean said and she laughed.

    �What?� Elliot said.

    �Oh, it�s just-� She laughed again-very near giggled, actually. �This is insane. What we�re doing: climbing around in here in the dark and there�s that lady back there� Did you see what she did to my ear?�

    �I�ll try to bandage it when we�re back out in the truck,� Elliot said. �After we get the guns, let�s try to find the pharmacy area and pick up some of that stuff, too.�

    The ear had started to bleed and looked terrible. Elliot had no first aid experience-a terrible deficiency in his parenting toolbox, Clarine had told him, but one he�d never bothered to remedy-and now he was wondering what he could do besides soaking a bandage in alcohol and wrapping it around Evajean�s head.

    Pushing their cart carefully through the maze, feverishly vigilant for attacks, they eventually found the sporting goods section. The gun case, tucked to one side behind a ring of counter, had been smashed. Glass sparkled on the floor tiles and crunched under Elliot�s boots with a terrible scraped chalkboard sound. He prodded around in the case and the nearby drawers with the flashlight while Evajean stood watch, but came up with nothing more than a few boxes of ammunition. Someone else had had the same idea as they and now that someone was out there protecting himself with their guns.

    �Shit,� Elliot said.

    �Maybe there�s a gun shop around here,� Evajean said, putting her hand on his arm.

    He shrugged. �Could be. But what you want to bet it�s locked up? They don�t leave those places open with big glass windows for junkies to smash and steal handguns.�

    �Do you want to not worry about it, then?� Evajean said, voice tinged with the faintest exasperation.

    �We should have guns,� he said, looking back in the direction they�d come. �That�s why we came in here. We get back outside, let�s drive through town, see if there�s a store. If there isn�t, or if it�s locked up, we�ll keep our eyes out once we hit the freeway.�

    �Small towns off the highway always have gun nuts,� Evajean said. Then, �This is Virginia, you know? We could search houses.�

    Elliot shook his head. �I don�t want to do that. It doesn�t feel right.�

    Evajean didn�t argue. �Take some of those bullets,� she said. �Might as well get as many as we can.�

    Though all this, from the moment they�d pushed the heavy cart ponderously away from the dead woman to their disappointment about the guns, neither had spoke about what the crazy person had said before she�d died. Elliot knew they would, that it�d provide constant road conversation through this leg of their journey, but he�d been consciously avoiding it. He felt put off by his actions, thrown out of whack by the violence he�d found himself capable of. He imagined Callie watching him do it, what she�d have said with her father pounding away with a heavy hunk of metal on another human being until that person, once alive-even if mad-was thoroughly broken. She�d have screamed, first of all, and then run to Clarine and probably never have looked at her daddy with complete and unyielding love again.

    Was Evajean feeling the same way? Was she as shocked by his actions as Elliot? He didn�t know and didn�t dare ask for fear that talking about it might force a confrontation and end with the two of them going separate ways, perhaps one to Colorado and the other to Montana. She�d said nothing and that could be a good sign. She�d been more interested in what the woman was trying to say than in how she was trying to say it through a brutalized and dying body.

    �Dog food,� Evajean said.

    �What?� He wasn�t really paying attention to anything outside of his own thoughts and the swing of the flashlight�s beam, and her declaration startled him.

    �We can�t forget the dog food. That thing will never forgive us if we do.�

    �Sure,� he said. �I think it�ll be up here on the right.� They were near the front of the store, heading past the empty check out lines toward the pharmacy. Pet supplies were around there, he thought, and was right.

    The lack of noises from other store occupants since their fight had them both feeling a little more sure of themselves. They picked up their pace and soon had the cart mounded over as far as it�d go with Ace Bandages, bottles of peroxide and other disinfectants, random medical supplies, and two huge bags of Alpo dry dog food. Elliot found room in the cart to squeeze a plush dog bed, too, and stacked a couple packages of rawhide bones on top. It felt good to be taking care of something.

    Outside, with the sun�s light cheering them up immensely, they loaded the truck, somehow making room for it all, and fed the dog. The puppy demolished its pile of food in seconds, consuming half of it and spreading the other half across the back seat. Evajean laughed and Elliot smiled, and they both decided that their next order of business, just as soon as the guns were taken care of, was the give the animal a name. Evajean said she had something in mind but told Elliot to think of his own before she gave away her idea. �I don�t want to prejudice you,� she said.

    They pulled out of the parking lot, driving slowly once again, this time not because of obstacles but, rather, because the back of the truck looked like an overstuffed landfill and a tight turn or a good bump would have sent all their hard won supplies tumbling out into the street.
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    �There�s one!� Evajean shouted. �Back! Go back! You missed it.�

    Elliot stopped the truck and looked out the back window. Sure enough, a few stores behind on the right was tiny sign that said �GUNS.� It hung in the front of a mom-and-pop sporting goods shop, right in the middle of a large-and unbarred-window.

    �Huh,� Elliot said.

    �No gun wanting crazies here,� Evajean said.

    Smashing the window proved unnecessary, as someone had been kind enough to leave the front door propped open with a rusting coffee can. �Lucky,� Elliot said and Evajean smiled at him.

    �It�s a good thing,� she said, �that not all of us are as gloom and doom as you.�

    He shrugged. �The world works out in the end, I guess.�

    Elliot pushed open the door and was relieved to see that the store was both tiny and, because of the huge window, well lit. If there was any danger inside, they�d be able to see it coming. �Gentlemen first,� he said and stepped inside.

    The sign should have been bigger. The store owners, wherever they�d gone, clearly had a thing for firearms. The store had the requisite racks of jerseys, the cage of leather and rubber balls for various sports, and a kiosk packed with fishing poles and little bags of artificial bait, but the main attraction, which took up an entire wall and several shelves along the back, was a collection of guns significant enough to make Elliot feel rather uncomfortable. True, Virginia was a gun loving state, but these people probably adored the things more than their own children.

    �What do think we need?� Evajean asked. �I don�t even know what some of this stuff is.�

    Elliot shook his head. �Me too. But we should stick to shotguns like we said. Easy to shoot, and we don�t have to aim. If there�s another person like at the Wal-Mart, I don�t want to miss. I think what we want�s right back here.�

    He climbed over the counter and opened a cabinet where shotguns were lined up in a long rack, triggers facing out and locked. �Look for the keys,� he told Evajean as he began pulling the guns out and inspecting them. �Maybe they�re by the register,� he said and pointed.

    Evajean started rummaging around while Elliot tried to figure out what the difference was between the weapons he had arrayed out on the counter. Some were shorter, some longer, a couple with double barrels. One had a small clip curving out from in front of the trigger guard, but most just had slots along the top to load shells. He set the one with the clip to the side, knowing he should take it for the security of the extra ammo, but hoping they never ended up in a situation where more than a couple of shots were necessary.

    He didn�t like the look of the double barrel monstrosity, sure it�d break the arm of whichever one of them was reckless enough to pull the trigger. After a couple minutes, during which Evajean opened drawers, swore, and closed them again, Elliot had it narrowed down to three, including the one with the clip. �Any luck on those keys?� he called over his shoulder.

    �No,� she said, �none. Someone must�ve took them-like after they propped the door.�

    Elliot looked at a trigger guard, at the loop of metal set deep into the two halves of the lock. �I don�t think we�ll be able to cut these off,� he said.

    �I bet that�s the point,� she said, and bent down close to the cash register drawer. �In here, maybe? It�s locked-but I bet they�re in there.�

    �Can we smash it? Pry it open?�

    �We can try but it�s probably pretty tough to bust open.� She laughed. �I bet that�s the point, too.�

    He leaned back against the case and looked at her. �You�ve been in a good mood,� he said.

    �Yeah.� She paused. �Yeah, I guess I have. After that woman in the store and getting kind of a rush, it�s like I guess I feel like we�re actually doing this. We�re gonna find that thing and know what it is. And,� she added, �it�s been nice to think about something other than Henry.�

    �Uh huh,� he said, realizing that he�d been thinking an awful lot about Clarine and Callie since they�d left. �Well,� he said quickly, �let�s see about that register.�

    In the end, they took it with them, unbolting it from the counter top, and loading it into the truck, along the guns and a bit more ammo to supplement what they�d picked up from Wal-mart. If they figured out a way to open it and found the keys inside, they�d unlock the guns and be done with it. But if the keys weren�t in there-or the register proved particularly stubborn-they agreed to keep their eyes open once again for other places to find guns. That issue temporarily dealt with, they headed out of town toward I-70.

    The puppy glanced at them sleepily when the truck started, then rolled over and closed its eyes. Elliot hoped it wasn�t sick.

    �What do you think that thing was?� Evajean asked, as Elliot drove the truck at a good clip along the highway, always careful not to overdo it and spill their heaps of supplies.

    �What thing?�

    �That woman. The one who�� She fingered her ear. They�d patched it up as best they could, cleaning the wound with alcohol and Q-tips, and it looked like it�d heal up okay. Evajean was okay, too, and thankfully didn�t need to be concerned about the plague the woman had carried. It�d been figured out by authorities long ago that the disease couldn�t be spread by bodily fluids.

    �I don�t know. She was infected, I guess.�

    �But they don�t attack like that,� she said. �At least Henry didn�t.�

    �One�s I saw didn�t either, but I don�t know, they did all kinds of other strange things.�

    �You mean the babbling?� she said, and pantomimed the rapid mouth movements they�d both become so familiar with.

    �That, but the eyes also. And the way she moved. It was like Clarine before I- I had to tie her to a chair at the end, did you know that?�

    �No,� she said.

    �I did. She kept trying to run off. I thought maybe she was so out of it by then, so far gone that maybe she was trying to find Callie, my daughter, and maybe she thought Callie was still alive. That�s what this woman was like.�

    �Searching.�

    �Not while she was hitting you, but yeah. At the end, yeah. When she was on the ground and talking to us-and dying-it was just like with Clarine,� he said, realizing he was talking fast but liking it. It felt good to get all this out, whatever it was he was trying to say, and to be talking about Clarine and Callie again.

    �But why aren�t they all like that? Was Callie that way?�

    �No,� he said. �She got sick the way most of them did. Quiet, talking under her breath.�

    �And then she died.�

    �Yeah.�

    �That�s like it was with Henry,� she said.

    They rode silently for half an hour after that, Elliot concentrating on the road and Evajean playing with the dog. She still hadn�t told him what name she had in mind for it and he still couldn�t think of one himself.

    

    

12

    

    There weren�t many cars on the freeway. Most people, when faced with the prospect of widespread death, shied away from road trips, heading home instead to care for immediate family-or just to hole up in the house and hope the disaster somehow missed them. It�s exactly what Elliot had done. This meant that the long stretches of America between the centers of population were empty, vast stretches of grass and trees and farms, viewed from curves of road unclogged by the normal rush of transit. The scene was peace and so Elliot drove, letting his thoughts stumble around memories of his wife and child, the events of the last several months, and the sudden attack earlier in the day. He didn�t bother Evajean, figuring she was doing much the same as he, and they were comfortable.

    The still air inside the truck was eventually broken by a quick conversation about how long they�d drive today and where they�d stop for the night. Elliot wanted to go late and keep going until the threat of sleep was too great. If that meant a night in the truck, they�d manage. Evajean couldn�t take over for him. She�d never learned to drive a stick and Elliot had insisted on getting one when he and Clarine had been out shopping for this truck. �I�m gonna drive something like that,� he�d said, �the least I can do is try to make it fun.�

    

* * *

    

    Miles later, Elliot squinted his eyes and leaned forward over the steering wheel. �The fuck?� he said.

    �Huh?� Evajean said. She�d fallen asleep, the dog on her lap, and so had missed the thinning of signs of civilization as they got closer to the increased upward slope of the Appalachians. She�s also missed what Elliot was looking at now: a group of five people, moving along the side of the road up ahead in an odd, shuffling jog, arms around each other�s shoulders like carolers lost from a Christmas party.

    �Look,� Elliot said, pointing across the dash. �I think that�s more of them.�

    Evajean sat up and peered through truck�s windshield, hand held over her eyes to blog the sun. The puppy stood up awkwardly and sneezed. �More zombies,� Evajean said.

    Elliot blinked. He hadn�t thought of them as that before, but she was right. That�s exactly what these things on the road were, exactly what the crazy woman in Wal-Mart had been. Zombies. Maybe not walking dead but certainly mindless crazies.

    �I think so,� he said. �I�m just going to drive past.�

    �You mean instead of stop?�

    �Yes.�

    �Yeah,� she said. �I don�t think we should stop.�

    So they didn�t and the tiny swarm turned their heads simultaneously to watch them as they drove by, all five chattering in their characteristic fashion.

    �This is just strange,� Evajean said as the zombies disappeared from the rearview. �Why didn�t we see any of them before?�

    �Don�t know,� he said.

    A quarter of an hour later they saw more of them. Twenty or so, wandering in that weird gait, were in the left lane, heading in the same direction as Elliot and Evajean. These they passed as well, and the next batch, too, this time maybe fifty shambling and talking at nothing as they walked.

    Soon, Elliot had to slow to avoid them. The road was thick with people, all of them clearly as mad as the Wal-Mart lady, sweeping out across the plane toward them in a great wave. It looked like the population of an entire town migrating through the Virginia countryside. The infected moved erratically, often walking into each other or tripping, but they all were alert and focused. Elliot and Evajean stared and Elliot slowed the truck like they were passing an accident.

    �Don�t,� Evajean said, but Elliot wasn�t listing. He couldn�t count their number, had no real idea how many were coming toward the vehicle, but the column was wide and long. There were men and women of every age and children, too. Some looked clean and well dressed, like they�d just headed out for a peaceful stroll, while others were injured, limping, clothes torn and dirtied. Yet all of them were careful to avoid the truck, to stop walking long enough to let is pass. They didn�t make eye contact with the two passengers, didn�t seem to acknowledge them at all, in fact, at least nothing beyond recognizing the danger of the truck.

    After half a minute the crowd thinned and soon Elliot and Evajean were driving through empty scenery again, too stunned to talk about what they�d just seen.

    

* * *

    

    The day�s light had dimmed and the highway was snaking through the gentle curves of the Appalachians when they ran into the boy.

    Elliot had been fighting the weight of his eyelids and the need of his head to drop onto the comfortable support of the seat belt strap by his ear when Evajean screamed.

    �Look out!�

    He hit the breaks and swerved, not paying much attention to what he was doing, and startled out of drowsiness. At first he didn�t see anything, just the arc of the road and the trees bordering it on either side. But then, as Evajean frantically repeated her command, he saw the boy.

    He was walking out from between the trees and toward the road, head shaking violently, his path confused. The truck was skidding very nearly sideways now, and as Elliot joined Evajean in what had become little more than wordless shouting, the rear end of the vehicle, still moving at considerable speed, slammed into the boy.

    They could both hear the impact, even over their own voices and the barking of the puppy, and the sound was terrible. There was a loud bang and a drawn out crunch, and then the truck was off the road and whipping around directly at the trees. This second collision, far from being merely audible, entirely drowned out everything else.
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    Elliot pushed himself off the steering wheel, moaned, and ran his hand carefully across his forehead. Something didn�t feel right, something more than the warm tackiness his fingers skipped lightly across, something more than the pain even this tender contact radiated between his temples. No, this was an out of place difference, a nagging change in what he had expected after a lifetime of performing just such a gesture. He had encountered no hair. He thought about this a moment, then felt the heavy weight weight of the seat belt across his chest and the heat of blood in his cheeks.

    Je was upside down. Hanging, held fast in the the truck�s seat, he could now see loam crushed against the windshield and hear the sounds of the forest coming through the smashed driver�s side window. This was all distant, though, like he was watching it on a television across the room. If he just closed his eyes, maybe, and let a short nap incubate him against the sense of displacement, then he could approach the situation with the clear head necessary to figure out what to do next.

    No, Elliot. That�s not right. Going to sleep is, in fact, the worst thing you can do.

    He groaned and forced himself to look around. Only his window was broken and, out the back, he could see a line of scattered supplies spread across what looked like the slope of a hill. He swore, thinking of how much time it�d taken him and Evajean to collect all that stuff and get it stowed away in the truck.

    Evajean-

    She wasn�t there. He looked again at the passenger seat, panic making his face even hotter, but it was empty. Her seat belt was retracted and twisted around the headrest. He didn�t see any blood.

    �Evajean!� he tried to call out, but the pressure across his chest was too much and he only croaked an inarticulate vowel sound.

    She was gone. And so was the dog. This last hit him harder than Evajean�s absence, actually, and the feeling shamed him. It�s just that the dog was his. He�d found it and not matter how good her idea might be, he�d be the one to name it.

    His thoughts were fuzzy. He needed to focus. Where Evajean west was more important than a puppy, he knew that. There wasn�t any blood and no head shaped fracture in the windows, so she was probably uninjured. Maybe she�d gone for help.

    He laughed at this. Help had died with the rest of the world.

    Elliot reached around and undid the seat belt�s buckle, holding his other arm above his head to brace his fall. This small gesture barely helped-the pain in his skull bloomed again and he lay writhing on the roof of the truck for what seemed a very long time.

    When it abated, Elliot dragged himself through the broken window, careful of glass, and stood up. The trees had killed most of the remaining sunlight, which filtered weakly through the canopy. The ground was wet and dark, overgrown with moss and ivy, much of this blanketing decaying logs. He couldn�t see any sign of foot traffic, no discarded clothes or supplies that might give him some idea of where Evajean had gone. He shouted her name again, getting the full volume this time, but received no response. She must be far away, then, and he didn�t know which direction that might be.

    Elliot turned around to see about the truck. They certainly wouldn�t be driving it back up the hill. The grill was smashed up against a huge tree stump and the left front tire was bent at a bad angle. Everything they�d carefully backed into the back, the entire haul, had been scattered by the fall in a neat path back up the slope, with a large dump of it where the truck and probably first rolled over. It was to this pile he now ran, remember the swarm of crazies they�d driven through, and thinking his first step, before tracking down Evajean, was to find one of the shotguns.

    This minor quest proved successful after a scant five minutes. Wedged between two rocks, sticking up like the sword in the stone, was the gun with the curved clip, the one he�d conveniently loaded after they�d taken it, trying to figure out how the thing worked. Holding it now, though, he swore. He�d forgotten about the trigger lock and, looking around, he couldn�t see the cash register anywhere. Even if he found it, what were the chances of the key being inside? And how would he get it open to check?

    He kept the gun, though, as he worked his way back down the hill. Holding it made him feel more secure, even knowing the best he could do would be to club an assailant with the stock.

    Armed and ready to set out, he called Evajean�s name again. The sound only echoed back. Where would she have gone? Back up to the road made sense: at least there she�d have a direction to walk and an easy path to follow to get back to the truck, whether she found help or not. She�d be dumb to do it, he thought-a crowd of crazies might be up there, with that boy they�d hit just the advance guard-but Evajean struck him as perfectly practical. Holding fast to the gun, Elliot began climbing the hill.

    It wasn�t far to the road. The truck must not have been going fast when it slid off the pavement, because it only took him a few minutes to break through the trees and look out on the empty stretch of asphalt. Both directions were clear, so he chose the one leading further into the mountains. They hadn�t passed any real signs of civilization on the way up and Evajean knew that. She�d press on, hoping to get lucky.

    Elliot did the same. For a half an hour he walked, glad for the pleasant chill of fall, but tensely observant for more of the people they�d driven through. He didn�t want to have to try to fight anyone, didn�t trust himself to do it right. The victory at the Wal-mart, if calling it that made sense, was luck and fear and the madness of the moment. Repeating it was unlucky. So he stuck to the edge of the road, by the trees, and kept himself ready to run into the forest at the first sign of pursuit.

    None came, however. Eventually, the road bent up in a steep curve, and a the midpoint of the arc he saw a wooden plank nailed to a the trunk of a large pine. Next to this the forest opened and a dirt path, ten feet wide, headed off down a gentle slope. The plank, aged and grey, said, �Nahom. Population 140 or so.�

    Elliot tapped his fist against the sign as took the turn, making his way back down again into the forest.
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    The dirt road to Nahom was much more of the former than the latter. He hiked for at least a quarter of a mile, careful not to lose the track. This wasn�t easy. The road widened and contracted, was perforated by clumps of small trees, and in one spot not too far after he started, disappeared entirely. Elliot had to wander forward in a wide arc, always glancing back to not get lost, before he found it again. In fact, perhaps driven by the frustration he was already feeling from the destruction of the truck and the loss of their supplies, he quickly came to think that the sign was just a joke or that Nahom had once had 140 or so but was now long gone, like that colony at Roanoke Island.

    He pressed on, though, because really he didn�t have anything else to do. He could either follow the road to wherever it did-or didn�t-lead, or he could go back to the road and keep on along it, probably getting further from Evajean with each step. This whole thing was supposed to have been an adventure, a way for him to get out of that dead town with someone alive and share the road with her and maybe, if they were very lucky, figure out where the Hole was, what it was, and bring a degree of closure to the madness of civilization�s apparent end. And that�s exactly how he�d felt until he came awake upside down in the truck, that other living person gone, and the adventure veering in a terrible direction before it�d had much of a chance to even begin.

    �Fuck!� he shouted, overcome with despair that would later just embarrass him. Right now, however, the exasperation washed over him with perfect reasonableness. How else was he supposed to act? How would anyone act in this kind of insane situation?

    Elliot leaned against a tree and set the gun down. He realized then that he�d forgot to bring a water bottle, had in fact forgot to bring anything beyond the useless weapon. This made him laugh sickly, knowing that, of course, he hadn�t brought water or food or any item that might keep him alive long enough to see this adventure though its next turn. He-

    He heard something. Up ahead, though trees dense and low, something was walking around. Thoughts of Wal-mart flashed and Elliot grabbed up the gun again, holding it tight and ready to swing. He stepped softly toward the trees, trying not to make any noise and being mostly successful, but almost as soon as he began to move the sounds from the grove stopped. Elliot froze, a dozen feet from where he thought the noises had come from. Had it heard him? He didn�t think one of the crazies would have stopped if it had. Elliot had them pegged more as aggressive-or wholly uncaring likes the ones on the road.

    He crept closer, lifting the gun higher, ready to bring it down fast if something sprang out of the trees. The woods were quiet and Elliot realized he couldn�t hear any mumbling, none of the strange speaking in tongues common to the crazies. He couldn�t be sure they all did that but the ones he and Evajean had run into certain did, so maybe�

    �Hello?� he said, just above a whisper, his voice cracked but hopeful.

    No response, but whatever was back there started moving again, running this time, and away from him deeper into the forest. �No, wait!� Elliot said, and broke off after it.

    Once during this brief chase he thought he saw the other person: just a quick glimpse of cloth, maybe the hem of a skirt, and black shoes kicking up dirt and moss. These were small, child sized, and Elliot felt the hot guilt of running over that boy, no matter if he�d been one of them. Was he running through the woods after a kid?

    �I�m not going to hurt you,� he called to her, sure it was a her because little boys don�t wear skirts and don�t have shoes like that. �Stop running, please!� All these words had the staccato thumping that comes with running, and they were very likely unintelligible. He wished she�d give up this silly evasion. He just wanted to talk, to find out where he was and were Evajean was.

    �Please, stop,� he called again. But she didn�t. He ran on and so did she, Elliot following more flashes of the dress-it was yellow and ankle length-and those black, Sunday school style shoes. Was she from Nahom, one of the hundred and forty or so?

    It was while he was thinking this last that the babbling started. From his right, closer than he guessed the girl to be, he heard another set of footfalls, and the barely linguistic mumbling of one of the crazies. Oh, shit, he thought. Oh, no, not now. Please.

    He stopped running and turned in that direction. A brief, terrible moment of calm held him, and then not the expected one but three of the crazies-of the zombies-emerged from through a line of raspberry bushes. They brushed absently at the branches, casually unconcerned with the deep scratches and welting lines of blood caused by the thorns. Elliot felt terribly silly with his locked gun held out in front of him.

    �Stay back,� he said, but of course they paid no attention. The three-a woman in a bright red sun dress, and two men who wouldn�t have looked out of place arguing in front of a judge-just kept coming at him, talking louder now, like friends from a foreign country out for an evening hike. He continued to yell at them, commanding them to turn back, that he didn�t want to have to hurt them. And they continued to ignore him. Elliot started backing up, keeping the gun high, feeling out behind him with the heels of his feet so he wouldn�t trip over any low vegetation or fallen branches.

    The crazies seemed to notice him for the first time. The woman pointed and all three stopped talking. And then they charged.
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    Elliot turned away and ran. He didn�t care what direction and had lost all immediate desire to find Evajean or Nahom, if it existed. What he wanted was only to get away from these three zombies, his mind flooded with mad thoughts of being bitten and turned into one of them.

    Glancing back, he could see the woman was out in front, having overtaken the two suits, and was sprinting after him with her head down and her arms pumping. The men only jogged, faces pointed up at the trees and sky, shouting incoherently. They were quickly being outpaced by the woman and Elliot thought it would be easy to lose them if they kept that pace.

    The woman, however, was fast. Elliot wasn�t a runner, had never gone out for track in high school, hated treadmills, and didn�t exercise nearly enough once the landscaping business went bust and he moved on to an inside, behind a computer job. He couldn�t keep this speed up for any distance but that woman-she looked like a goddamn marathon runner.

    So he did the best he could. He pumped his legs, glancing down occasionally at his feet to make sure he wasn�t going to trip, and ran. He forgot about the girl he�d been chasing, about finding Evajean, about the dog and the overturned truck. He didn�t think about the shotgun or the fact that he�d be mighty thirsty by the time he finally slowed. All he could manage to keep in his mind was the image of that woman in a red dress.

    And so he fell. Had he been paying more attention, putting effort into doing more than stealing glances at the ground, he might have seen the grey branch with a line of dirty white mushrooms. He might have lifted his foot over it and kept going-and maybe even outpaced the woman in red, with adrenaline doing what his skills couldn�t.

    Elliot felt his toe catch and had a moment to think about this before the ground was at his face and the gun was tumbling from his hand. He tried to roll over but his shoe was twisted in the branch. He swore and scrambled, pulling at his foot, but panic of the situation got the best of him and he eventually froze, watching without breathing as the woman in red slowed and stopped next to him. She was still talking, words he didn�t understand but in a language that sounded like he could if only he had someone to teach him. Her tongue kept popping out from between her teeth, but she�d pull it back in just before biting it in her mad gibbering.

    She held out her hand to him.

    �Get away from me,� he said, and turned his head away to look for the gun.

    When he looked back-after seeing the shotgun within stretching reach-she had crouched down next to him and was sliding her hand along the ground toward his leg. He kicked and she pulled back, stopping her babbling long enough to glare. �The hell do you want?� he asked her, pushing out with his feet, trying to force his body closer to the gun.

    She gave him a look, one he thought might have been genuine interest, maybe puzzlement, and then she started talking. This was calm, slow, like she was speaking to a child or a retarded person, and Elliot almost laughed at how considerate she was. Behind her now, like bodyguards flanking some diva, he could see the two suited crazies, walking casually and chattering at the forest. They stopped when they were a couple of feet from Elliot and continued to talk, not looking at him or the woman.

    She leaned in close, putting both hands on his calves, and dropped her voice to a whisper. He didn�t recognize any of it, not even the emphatic �More!� of the Wal-mart crazy, but she was extraordinarily intent on trying to make him grasp whatever her message was. She didn�t want to scare him-though she�d certainly done that-and now her goal was to get him to understand.

    �I don�t know what you�re saying,� he said to her, trying to keep his voice calm. �I�m sorry, I don�t understand.�

    She stopped talking then and turned around to look at her colleagues. The three had a short and low conversation, the shorter suit upset by the decision reached at its end. He shook his head, pointed at Elliot, and said something harsh to the woman. She responded tersely, then put her head close to his and whispered something into his ear.

    Elliot took this all as an opportunity to reach again for the gun. Stretching backward, trying not to make any big movements, he inched out with his fingers until they tapped at the fat end of the stock. He was unsure at this point if he even needed it, because he was getting the strong sense that they weren�t a threat. They wanted to talk, that�s all. But having the gun, ready to swing it in defense if needed, was a whole lot better than just laying on the ground, waiting for that woman to finish whatever it was she�d planned with his legs.

    She turned back to him and got down very close to his face. She had a strange smell, like lightning, and her lips were cracked. Three words she said to him now, slow and enunciated, and while he didn�t know what any of them meant, each of the three sounded bad and condemning.

    When she finished, she stood up and walked away from him, between the two men in suits, who now bent down and crouched where she had been. Each took hold of one of Elliot�s ankles, the shorter guy working his foot out of the branch, and then they pulled, trying to drag him. Elliot twisted and grabbed the gun, grasping it against his chest. He wrapped his hand tight around the barrel and raised the weapon up.
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    Elliot was ready to swing it at the leg of the taller one-try to knock him down long enough to pull away from the short crazy and get away-when the woman turned around and saw him. She shouted something, a warning to the other two, and they dropped Elliot�s legs.

    He quickly rolled over and pushed himself up off the damp ground. He could hear them talking, faster now, back to the more crazy form of the babbling he was used to. Standing up, he waved the gun in front of himself, and the two men backed away, hands held out and guarding. Elliot backed away, too, cautiously, trying to project a stern look that said he was ready to bash in the head of anyone who got too close.

    The crazies held their ground as he increased the distance between them. The woman looked angry, frustrated, while the two men mostly looked disappointed and maybe confused. Elliot couldn�t be sure but it was like they just didn�t expect him to do this, were wondering why anyone in his right mind would behave the way Elliot was, and if they could only get him to understand their motives, whatever important thing they all had to do could get properly done.

    He wasn�t going to give them the chance. When that distance had stretched to a good fifteen feet, Elliot turned and started sprinting. He heard the woman in red call out, but then the sounds of his own flight masked any pursuit. This time he made a point of glancing at the ground more than periodically, trying to be certain he wouldn�t trip again, fall again, and end up back in the hands of those three.

    The woods blurred and he ran without direction, just wanting to get away-he�d figure out where Evajean was or how to get back to the truck later. The road was north, he thought briefly, and so he could follow the sun�s compass until he found it. But now� Now the only goal was speed.

    When he saw the ground open into a clearing of flat grass, he risked taking a look back. The crazies were nowhere, gone from view, and so he slowed his pace, giving himself a chance to breath. The cool forest air felt amazing and invigorating and Elliot stopped long enough to lean against the weathered trunk of a huge tree, set the gun down, and close his eyes. What the hell was happening? How�d he get from the peace of the drive-with Evajean�s increasingly pleasant company-to being lost in the Appalachian forest with at least three psychos out to do� something to him. What would Clarine have thought of this �adventure?� She�d have pegged him as crazy, just like the three whack jobs out to get him.

    Nahom, he thought. I need to find it. If there are more of those people out there, more than just the three, then safety in numbers is the only kind of safety there is. A village, even if it were only �140 or so,� would be a great deal better than alone with only a locked shotgun.

    So he began walking again, this time at a careful pace, paying special attention for any signs of civilization.

    It was twenty minutes later when he finally saw one. He�d been following a deer path for no other reason than that it gave him an easy method to backtrack if he found nothing. He�d lost the crazies, he was positive of that, and so it was in a relatively calm state that he saw the first marking.

    On a tree to his left, at chest height, was a circle carved in the thin bark. When he got closer he could see that it wasn�t merely a circle but more of a round border around a soup of symbols, strange glyphs and wiggles of varying sizes, all incomprehensible but with a look of deliberateness. The wood they exposed had darkened and weathered but not so much to indicate great age. These weren�t fresh, but Elliot was sure they weren�t more than a few weeks old, either.

    He began looking for more on other nearby trees and was rewarded with half a dozen circles, all like the first, though with slightly different assortments of symbols. Every last one looked to be the same age, however, and Elliot found himself hoping this was just the kind of thing stupid kids had done, bored in the woods and looking to leave their mark. The alternative, that the circles were carved by someone who�d placed significance in the work, made him think of the many stories he�d heard about the weird people who lived out in Appalachians, cut off from the modern world not only by geography but also by a backwardness of culture and an education founded more in the superstitions of the old ways than in good liberal science.

    Careful, Elliot, he thought. You don�t want to end up cannibalized or sodomized or just shot because you�re one of them outsiders. And then he chastised himself for being so silly. How the hell did he know these people, the residents of Nahom-if they were out here-were backwoods nuts? Better to be optimistic. Evajean would be.

    And so he made himself take the circles as merely a sign that he was on the right track and continued walking, following the deer path as it eventually widened into a footpath and then into what could be be described as a narrow dirt road. This latter had deep tracks in it, four inches wide and pressed three inches into the hard soil, like it�d seen the passage of years of wheeled carts.
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    Like the trees, these markings seemed fresh, the edges newly crumbled in spots, the dirt at the bottom pressed but powdery, as if it had only recently settled after being kicked up by the passage of wheels.

    This was something to follow, Elliot thought. People had been through here-it was a well used road-and that got him back to the safety in numbers thing. Leaning the gun against his shoulder like a soldier on the march, Elliot picked up his pace, excited to have the random wandering at an end.

    The track continued for a good half mile or more without any increased sign of the town. He wasn�t frustrated though-this road had to lead somewhere and anywhere was better than back to the damaged truck or up to the highway, which he figured was probably swarming with crazies.

    The sun had gone almost entirely down by this point, the forest defined more by shadow than light, and the resulting chill in the air felt good. He was thirsty, though, and hunger wasn�t far off. He�d walk until he couldn�t see any more and then try to grab some sleep for the night. If he were lucky he�d come across a stream he could take some nice, long gulps from and wash the dirt from his scuffle with the crazies out of his hair and off his face.

    Some time later-his sense of the passing minutes had blurred and his only clock was the one in the radio of the truck-Elliot glimpsed light coming through the trees to his left. The road had maintained its size for a good distance now, and the tracks still looked the same, but the woods had thinned and what trees there were had a younger appearance, just past the sapling stage. If they�d been larger, like the ones back up by the road, he might have missed it because the light was very faint. But he saw it, flickering, back far enough from the track that he couldn�t make out its source.

    He left the dirt road behind and started carefully through the trees toward the light. The ground beyond the track was soft, damp, and mossy, and this made moving quietly easy. He didn�t want to call out because the potentially silly concerns about back woods hillbillies and their undesirable ways still carried enough weight in his mind to make him think it might be a good idea to see what the people might be up to before announcing his presence and giving them the whole story of who he was and what he was up to.

    And when he finally was it through the trees and close enough to see the source of the light, Elliot was glad he�d made that decision. A group of five people, all in blue and grey robes without hoods, stood in a circle. He could tell it was a circle-and not a pentagram or a misshapen box-because they�d drawn the shape in powdered white chalk in a thick line. This sparkled in light pouring from a smaller ring of torches sticking up from the ground, one in front of each of the circle�s members.

    They all faced inwards, toward a small table made of fat pieces of old wood, on which sat a metal box. The lid was up but Elliot couldn�t see what was inside.

    As he hunkered down behind a tree, still far enough away that they wouldn�t immediately see him, the robed people started singing. It reminded him of the readings of the Torah he�d heard or the Muslim calls to worship. The words were lost in the melody but at the same time the melody seemed wholly subservient to the words. None of it made any sense to him, regardless, and he was just glad that whatever they were chanting wasn�t the same as the babbling of the crazies.

    They kept this up for ten minutes by Elliot�s guess, all standing perfectly still, singing at the box. Then, while the others continued their song, one stepped forward and lifted from the box a large, green stone. This he held above his head briefly and then walked back to his place in the circle. By his feet was a leather satchel, which he now opened and pulled out what Elliot was surprised to see was an honest to God top hat. Holding this out in front of him, he dropped in the stone and then sat down in the dirt. The man brought the hat up near his face and bent over it, pressing the opening against his head until his face disappeared inside. And he stayed there.

    For half an hour they guy in a blue and grey robe stared into the hat with the stone while the other for members of the circle chanted. None of them looked like hillbillies to Elliot. In fact, they were extraordinarily clean cut, their hair carefully trimmed and combed. It was like watching a corporate boardroom-except for the sheer oddity of the activity they were engaged in.

    This what you were hoping for? Elliot thought. At least they don�t act like the crazies.

    Then the guy with the hat took it away from his face, stood up, and pointed in a direction fortunately away from where Elliot was sitting. The singing stopped, one of them picked up the box, another took the table, and they started walking where the man with the hat had indicated.

    Elliot, being as careful as he could, followed.

    

    

18

    

    The whole ritualistic air of the gathering vanished as soon as the group started making their way through the woods. They became just another bunch of guys, hiking in the mountains, talking among themselves, laughing and chatting. The leader, the one with the hat, would wave his hand to stop them occasionally, then stick his face back in for a minute or so before leading the group off in a corrected direction.

    Elliot watched all this from his carefully hidden spot, moving slowly behind them and keeping trees between himself and the robed figures. He was on the edge of being more scared of them than he was of the crazies. They were normal-in the sense that they talked to each other like normal people do-and they didn�t gibber or scream or mumble, but they were also wandering through the woods in robes and staring at rocks in top hats. They had a cult vibe, like satanists or Masons, and that kind of thing didn�t go over in a town like Charlottesville.

    Elliot followed them as they climbed through streams, huffed their way over little hills, and jogged across a meadow. He sensed maybe this was a mistake, that he should have stuck to the path and seen where the cart tracks lead, but by the time these doubts occurred to him, the little pack of cultists had taken him far beyond where he could easily backtrack from.

    So he held his course, just praying they�d get where they were going soon and, if it wasn�t civilization, turn around and head home. And, he knew, every step he took in these mountains lessened the chance of finding Evajean. He might have been better off just staying by the truck and waiting for her to come back. Too late for that now.

    Had Elliot been prescient-were he able to see the future in a top hat-he�d have been both assured by his choice and fearful, for events would soon reunite the traveling companions, yet also bring dangers and revelations Elliot would at many times wish he could have pleasantly avoided. But now he could only follow the men and let curiosity carry him along.

    Eventually they did stop. The terrain had grown denser, more rugged, and older, with thick trees bent and weathered, and large rocks smothered with lichen. It was near one of these the man with the hat called a halt, raising his hand to the others, then crouching down next to the rock. He brushed away some moss and branches and revealed a small gap between the stone and the ground. Elliot watched all this from behind his own large rock near the top of one of the small hills that formed the shallow valley in which this peculiar journey had ended.

    Looking down now he could see the group fan out around their leader, talking quickly and excitedly to each other. He wished for not the first time that he could make out what they were saying, but his distance from them had, as a precaution, always been too great to hear the conversation. He thought about creeping closer but quickly passed on the idea: better to see this through and not jinx it so close to the end.

    The leader climbed down, fussing with his robes, and stuck his head into the hole between stone and ground. Crawling forward, he managed to squeeze in up to the waste and another member of the group took hold of one his legs, perhaps concerned that he�d fall in to whatever was down there. The remaining members shifted nervously, looking at each other and occasionally smiling. They don�t know what�s in that tiny cave, either, Elliot thought. He didn�t think they were as clueless as he was but he had the distinct impression they were trying to cover how much they expected to be disappointed.

    And then a cry came from in the cave. It must have been loud to make it past the man�s body and all the way up to Elliot and, when the guy had finally pulled himself out, Elliot could understand why. It took help from three of the cultists to get him free, though, and when he popped out of the tight hole his robes were filthy and his hair was covered with dirt and moss. But clutched tightly in his hands was another box, this one much smaller than what they�d had on the table in the circle. It was too far away for Elliot to make out any details but from the way they handled it, he could tell it was valuable or old, or both. The leader handed it back to one of the men who�d helped him out of the gap and that man handed it to the one next to him after gazing for a few heavy seconds at the box�s lid. This second man sat down on the earth, put the box between his legs, and pulled a large knife from his belt. His back was to Elliot, obscuring most the view, but from the movements he could see, Elliot figured he was using the knife to pry the thing open.

    There was a quick cry from all the men when he succeeded and, as he held the now open box above his head in triumph, the light from the torches rippled spectacularly upon the heaped and shiny gold within. Treasure hunters. That�s what they were doing out in the woods, and the one with the hat had somehow been able to point the proper direction, to find with the help of that stone where the chest was buried. If the world hadn�t been so entirely screwed up of late, Elliot would have thought it was all a game or a trick. But now, with what he�d seen and what he�d heard, he found himself readily willing to accept that these perfectly reasonable looking guys-except, of course, for the creepy robes-had scryed the location of hidden treasure in a manner just as bizarre as finding water with a stick.

    Elliot, amazed by what he was seeing, failed to hear the noises behind him. He payed no attention to the footsteps and the chattering, gave no thought to the breathing. Elliot only realized they�d found him when the hand came down on his shoulder and the woman in red screamed into his ear.
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    She was there with her suited companions and, Elliot saw with some horror as he whipped around, she�d gathered at least a dozen more. They stood in a loose formation behind her, wedge shaped, every last one staring at him with looks that were otherwise blank except for a faint crinkle of regret.

    He screamed back at her, fright and startlement overriding all else, and under it he could hear shouts from the men in robes down below. None of that mattered, though, because he was back with the woman in red and now she�d be able to finish what she�d started, what she�d meant to complete if it weren�t for his fortunate flight.

    Elliot flinched away from her, tried to get up and run, but the two suits were on him, each grabbing an arm and forcing him to the ground. They were efficient this time, making sure to pin him properly so he couldn�t kick his way out. The woman smiled-she actually smiled-and the suits lifted him until he was standing. Two others from the flock grabbed his legs and, as they carried him away, back along the path the group of robed men had taken, the woman�s new companions walked along side, watching him with those same melancholy stares.

    The treasure hunters continued to shout but the sounds grew fainter and Elliot knew they were running away, not interested in coming to his aid. And chances were they hadn�t known he�d been watching them and had merely heard the screaming. What else would they do? With this many crazies in the woods, it was a good bet those men knew about them and had experience with how dangerous they were. Of course they�d run. Elliot would�ve done the same.

    Unless it was Evajean the woman in red had captured. Then he wouldn�t have run. He twisted and writhed, knowing it would do nothing because these men were so damn strong, but he had to get away from them. He had to find her because what if she were out there running away from the crazies, too? What if she�d been captured and needed his help? How could he keep her safe if he couldn�t even get out of the grasp of these four insane men and this one insane woman?

    The others came in closer now, wanting to see him up close, like kids jostling for a view of blood on the playground. Elliot hissed at them, still kicking out with his legs and jerking his arms, and a couple backed up. But the rest only stepped nearer and one of the suits had to shout for them to back up. Their pace improved then and Elliot lost track of the distance. It seemed a very long way.

    Eventually he gave up his struggle. This wasn�t defeat, he told himself, but rather a conservation of energy, preparing himself to fight his way free again when a better opportunity arose.

    Some time later, they set him down on hard earth. With so many of the crazies walking along side, he�d had little opportunity to see any of the journey except glimpses of night sky and the tops of trees. He figured they�d gone a quarter mile at least, and maybe as many as two. What that meant, he realized with sudden depression, was that, even if he manage to get away, he was now completely lost in the mountains, after dark, with no compass or GPS or cellphone. Since Callie had been so young when they�d moved out here and the constant pressures of raising her and working on their marriage had been overwhelming, the family hadn�t ever gotten around to spending much time in the high country. Elliot didn�t know how many roads went through here, whether finding water would be a problem, or even if it got terribly cold late into the night. His wilderness survival chances were, in short, not the kind you�d want to bet on.

    He looked around, lifting his head up the moment the men let go of him. The cave was small but still comfortably fit him, the four crazies who�d ported him through the forest, and woman in red. She was near the back, poking at a burned down fire, the embers giving off a glow that intensified the color of her dress, making her seem almost spiritual or god like. She wasn�t paying any attention to him, but the four men were, and Elliot didn�t feel the time was right to make his break for the cave�s mouth.

    It was this he studied now, and was dismayed to see that it was nearly covered over completely with a line of more crazies, some facing into the cave, others with their backs to it, a line of soldiers keeping careful watch in all directions. Unlike the woman in red and her immediate companions, these crazies had that glazed over look he and Evajean has seen in the swarm on the road, the blank stares and faces slack except for the occasional twitching of mouths as they muttered and gibbered. Elliot found he was less scared of them than the ones in the cave. Their emptiness meant he could likely outsmart them by moving quickly enough, but the woman in red and the men in suits were coherent and thinking.

    Elliot turned his head back to the fire when he heard the woman say something. She was talking to the shorter suit, who�d walked over to her, the two of them close. The taller suit saw Elliot watching and nudged his leg with his foot, shaking his head. Elliot, not knowing what the two were saying anyway, obeyed and focused his attention elsewhere, this time at the ceiling of the cave. He hadn�t seen them before, because his eyes weren�t adjusted to the dull glow of the nearly dead fire, but now he could make out symbols drawn on the rough rock, lines and squiggles in ash and chalk. He recognized them immediately as the same symbols drawn in the circles on the trees. Had the crazies done that? Or were they merely copying the work of others?
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    He wasn�t tied down and that was good. Did they sleep? he wondered. He rolled onto his side and no one protested. When he sat up, the crazies watching him only glared, giving him �don�t try anything funny� looks. Slowly, keeping his movements as unthreatening as he could manage, Elliot stood up.

    The tall suit put a hand on his shoulder but didn�t push him back down. Elliot looked at him hard, without flinching, trying to make it very clear that, while he wasn�t going to run, he also wasn�t going spend the night cowering on the cave floor. The suit leaned in at Elliot and pulled his lips back from his teeth. Whether it was a grin or a snarl, Elliot couldn�t tell.

    Up close, the man looked weathered but healthy, like he�d been though a rough hiking vacation and hadn�t had time to recover. He was young, in his thirties at most, and Elliot found himself thinking of the guy less as a crazy or a zombie and more the way he�d see a police officer in a third world country: you know he�s trouble and can hurt you but it�s okay to assume he�s working on rational set of rules that can be exploited-if only you knew what they were.

    The woman in red walked over now, running her hand across the tall suit�s back as she went by, and Elliot saw him stiffen at the contact. She was their leader but what kind? He wished he know how the crazies were organizing themselves-and what they were organizing for. And, he wondered, where had they come from? Everyone he�d seen get sick had died. With the Wal-mart woman, it might have just been a case of a single person going mad with grief. In fact, he was surprised they hadn�t seen more of those. But ever since the swarm on the road, these things had been in huge numbers, and with their own distinct way of doing things. Was it related to the sickness? He didn�t know.

    The woman in red stopped in front of him. She turned back to the taller suit and gestured, asking him to give her something. He did: a small, pencil like object taken from the pocket of his pants. It was gold, Elliot saw, as she took it and held it up in front of her face. Gold and slim. It might have been a pen except there wasn�t a point, nothing to actually write with. Clarine had given him a Palm Pilot for Christmas once and it�d come with something similar, a stylus, but his was grey plastic and he�d lost it within a week of opening the box.

    The woman in red waved this at him, acting like he ought to know what it was, ought to recognize its significance. He didn�t, of course, and he shrugged his shoulders to tell her this. She gave him a frustrated look, then turned and walked over to one of the walls. She began scratching at it with the golden stylus, making white lines in the soft rock. It was the runes she was drawing, just like the trees and the roof of the cave. They had done them all, he thought. It could be their language. But that was nuts. These were crazy people, insane from something-he didn�t know what-but just insane, nonetheless. People like that don�t make up language, they don�t make up writing systems. They just say weird things until someone gives them the right medication.

    He was still thinking about this, pondering what he�d learned during the frantic events after the crash, when things went all to hell.

    Shouts came from the mouth of the cave and the woman in red dropped the stylus. She yelled something at the short suit, who let go of Elliot�s arm and ran outside, the line of crazies opening to let him through. In that brief gap, Elliot thought he saw more crazies, a sizable group, running toward the cave, waving clubs. Were they fighting each other now? Had they really, genuinely lost it?
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    The screaming was louder and then the line of crazies flexed in the middle, some of them falling back as the attackers charged in. Elliot watched as a huge man dressed like a farmer smashed the head of one the crazies with a shovel. The blade, shiny in the firelight, caught him just below the ear and sank in a few inches. Elliot was glad for the commotion because it meant he didn�t have to hear that hit, didn�t have to listen to bone break and grind on the shovel�s steel.

    The farmer pulled it free, laughing, and soon he was joined by more rescuers or murderers-Elliot didn�t know which-dressed in similar down home styles, waving bats and scythes and axes, some with torches and one taking aim with a rifle. The gun went off horrifically, and Elliot flinched back against the far wall of the cave as the tall suit, who�d remained nearby, fell, coughing and clawing at his throat where the bullet had torn a hole as big as coffee cup.

    Elliot was yelling now, �I�m not one of them!� over and over, hands by his ears from the sound of the gun and still the attackers came through the broken line, smashing crazies� arms and faces, breaking backs, shattering knees. The violence overwhelmed him, and he cowered down against the rock and dirt, looking away but still shouting his plea not to kill him, that he wasn�t with the woman in red, he wasn�t crazy and just wanted to get the hell out of here. �I�m not one of them!� he said again, nearly crying, as the man with the shovel stood over him, holding the weapon above his head, ready to bring it down and Elliot with it.

    But then the short suit, who�d somehow made it back through the heart of the melee, grabbed the large farmer around the shoulders and wrenched at his chin, yanking the man�s head back, but not breaking his neck. The two fell, kicking and clawing, and Elliot reached tentatively for the shovel. He snared it and pulled it to him, clutching it hard and backing away. The suit climbed on top of the farmer and gibbered, babbling out his insane language in long strings of nonsense punctuated by spitting and, a few times, biting.

    At the mouth of the cave, the crazies had grouped, reorganizing themselves into a fighting force of sorts, several wielding the dropped weapons of the attackers. Elliot saw bodies, at least a dozen, but in the uneven light of the fires and the madness of the brawl, he couldn�t tell how many were from each party. He didn�t know who he was rooting for, anyway, and wished only that an opening would appear and he could run back into the forest and keep running until he passed out, like an overdriven horse.

    The fight beside him ended. The suit had made it to his feet and, as Elliot watched horrified, kicked the last life out of the enormous farmer. Elliot raised the shovel and said, �Get away from me,� but the suit ignored him, instead heading back to the cave�s entrance to join his companions.

    Elliot�s mind was very near shutting down. The shovel felt too heavy, and the heat from the fire, concentrated at the back of the cave, made his vision blurry, his face hurt, and his legs wobbly. He couldn�t sit down, had to keep himself up and ready to run, but more than anything he wanted to turn around, put his face against the wall-or down in the cool dirt-and shout or cry until this was all over. Because he hated watching the fight and the violence; and seeing the suit do that to a man, even another crazy, was beyond Elliot�s experience-or, really, his comprehension. Being chased by the crazies, even being captured, he could handle, for what they were up to was ominous, yes, but it wasn�t acute. The Wal-mart woman was an exception to that, with her sudden violence, but the woman in red and the two suits hadn�t actually hurt him. They hadn�t broken skin.

    A lot of skin was being broken now, though. And bones. Screams echoed in the cave. Blood muddied the ground. Crazies were hurting each other-killing each other-and it was like someone had poured two wasp nets into the same paper bag. So Elliot held the shovel and he screamed.

    And then it was over. The sounds of the fight fell away except for moans. The cave was emptier now, and the remaining combatants, perhaps ten inside and an unknown number out in the woods, were all members of the attackers. Elliot, still holding the shovel, told himself this wasn�t what it looked like, that they weren�t going to turn their weapons on him. It was silly-he�d seen what these people did-but he had to believe it because otherwise he�d likely go mad.

    A young man, blood on the side of his face and hair dirty and sticky, came towards him, hand held out. Elliot shifted the shovel, tightening his grip, and prepared himself to kill this man.

    Who said, �Thank God we found you. Are you okay?�

    Elliot blinked. The crazies didn�t speak English.

    �Are you okay?� the man said again when Elliot didn�t respond.

    Elliot shook his head, slowly.

    �You�re hurt? Where?� The man took a step closer, looking Elliot over, but Elliot lifted the shovel. �No, wait, no,� the man said, backing up. �It�s okay, we�re here to help.�

    Elliot didn�t believe him, not really, and so he kept ready to attack, to fight whatever it was this guy and his friends tried to do.

    �Look,� the man said, hands up, �we came here to get you, to help you. Do you understand?�

    Elliot nodded.

    The man continued, �You�re lucky we found you. These people, they�d have hurt you or worse. We�ve seen them before and that�s what they do: they�re mean and evil. But you�re safe now.�

    Elliot, still shaking and still not willing to trust anyone, asked the question that�d plagued him since he�d first climbed out of the overturned truck. �Where�s Evajean?� he said. �Where�s Evajean Rhodes?�
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    The man looked over his shoulder at an older fellow who�d come up behind him. This latter farmer, dressed in the same simple but well tended style-though his shirt was torn and his left leg sported a painful gash-had a look of leadership about him. His weathered face, deeply lined and leather dark, wouldn�t have been out of place staring from a Depression era photo of sharecroppers. He nodded at the younger man, who continued.

    �She�s fine,� he said. �She�s being taken care of. Evajean got some scrapes and bruises, and she sprained her wrist in the accident, but she�s doing just fine.�

    Elliot did start to cry then, dropping the shovel and falling to his knees, heels of his hands pressed into his eyes. She was safe. That�s all he needed to hear, to know everything that�d happened in the hours since the truck hit the boy and he�d come awake upside down at the bottom of the hill hadn�t been wasted effort. Nothing he�d done had helped her, not if these people were telling the truth, but he didn�t care. She was safe.

    �The dog�s okay, too,� the man said, and laughed. �In case you were wondering.�

    Elliot smiled and coughed on his tears. �I was,� he said. �Thank you.�

    �Oh, nothing to it.� And the young man turned again to the elder and they conferred in whispers while Elliot got to his feet and leaned the shovel against the cave wall.

    �We should be leaving now,� the man said and put his hand on Elliot�s forearm. �It�s safer back in town than out here. We�ve seen a lot of these things.� He nudged the corpse of a crazy with his boot. �There�s probably more out there and we�ve lost men.� This last he said not with the cracking emotion Elliot expected but matter-of-factly, like a coach admitting his team was down twenty-one points at the half.

    �Okay,� Elliot said. �Okay, we should go. Where?�

    �Nahom.� He grinned. �Our slice of heaven on earth.�

    With that, the men began gathering their dead, while the wounded were tended to and patched enough to make the journey back to the town. The crazies had killed four of their number, a fortunately small amount, Elliot saw, as his rescuers waded around the nearly two dozen corpses they were responsible for.

    �You�ve fought them before?� Elliot asked the older man, who�d remained stationary throughout the preparations, arms crossed behind his back. The response to this question was a curt nod and no eye contact and Elliot nodded himself before walking to the mouth of the cave and looking out at the night.

    The dense stars and full moon shown white light over the tiny valley. Men dragged corpses into piles while some, armed with torches, set the bodies on fire. Thick smoke rose greasy from the pyres and the smell, much to his disgust, reminded Elliot that he hadn�t eaten in perhaps half a day.

    Shortly, the men finished their work. Their dead they carried, by the arms and legs or across the back. Elliot was reminded of that first day he�d spoken with Evajean, when they�d had dinner. Carrying Henry looked much like this. He was tremendously glad he�d get to see Evajean again and he hoped it wouldn�t be too long back to Nahom.

    As they walked out of the valley, the one who had spoken to him before approached Elliot, the sadness of loss now visible in his eyes. �These men fought well,� he said, as if Elliot had questioned that. Then he nodded. �They fought with the righteousness of blood atonement.�

    That didn�t sound good, Elliot thought. He changed the subject. �I�m Elliot Bishop,� he said, holding his arm out to the man.

    �Elder Andrews.� He shook Elliot�s hand. Up close, out of the dim light of the cave and under the bright moon, Elliot figured Andrews couldn�t be more than twenty-eight, and probably three years younger at least.

    �And you live out here?� Elliot asked.

    �In Nahom.�

    �I mean, you live out here in the mountains?�

    �Our town�s not very big so-�

    �A hundred and forty,� Elliot said.

    �You saw the sign? Yes, a hundred and forty. Or so,� he added. �So you could say it�s �out here in the mountains,� I suppose.�

    �And you�ve run into them before?�

    Andrews made a gesture with his chin, towards the cave. �Do you mean those people back there?�

    �The zombies,� Elliot said.

    Andrews laughed at this, a bright sound that was startling in the heavy night. �Is that what they�re called? We don�t have a lot of contact with any of the big cities and don�t watch TV, so I don�t know, but is that what people are calling them now?�

    Elliot shook his head. �Just what Evajean and I call them. We thought they were like the things in the movies.�

    �I don�t know about those,� Andrews said, �but I like that word. Zombies. It does fit.�

    Not really, Elliot thought. Not at all. They were crazies and they thought and talked and were smart. Definitely not like zombies. But for some reason he didn�t want to say so to this man. Calling them crazies to Elder Andrews struck him as wrong. He couldn�t come up with a good reason why, though.

    Andrews said, �But to answer your question, yes, we�ve had quite a few dealings with the zombies in the last- Oh, I�d say in the last month. A few showed up in Nahom, just walking down our little main street, speaking in tongues. You�ve heard them do that?� he asked. �I assume, with the time you spent-�

    �I heard it,� Elliot said. �It�s like another language.�

    �Oh, I wouldn�t say that. They�re sick, is what I think, and disease has made them mad. That�s all it is.�

    That�s not all it is, Elliot thought. And he knows it. He knows it�s a language and not just babbling but he doesn�t want to say so. He�s lying.
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    �Anyway,� Andrews said, �Some of them came into Nahom and they hurt one of the children. Began beating him, and pretty badly too, until a few of the town�s menfolk saw what was happening and stopped it. We kept watches then, each night for a week, but none came back.�

    �But they did eventually?� Elliot said.

    �Oh, yes. Quite a lot of them. You could almost say they laid siege to us. Perhaps fifty, maybe more, gathered on the ridge to the north of Nahom and waited. We sent men up to talk but they were chased off. The zombies aren�t friendly, not at all.�

    �Did they attack? I mean attack the town?� Elliot asked, as he and the rest of the party ascended a small hill. He was panting now, exhausted physically from the events of the past several hours, but also, and more deeply, emotionally. He needed to see Evajean and this conversation, this game of what he was sure was information hiding with Andrews was only to take his mind off how how much he wanted to lay eyes upon her, hold her close, and then sleep.

    �The following morning, they did. Just as the sun came up, a few dozen of the zombies came down that ridge, screaming and charging like red indians. I wasn�t there,� he added, �but that�s what those who were told me. We had a mighty brawl but the zombies don�t fight terribly good and we were able to turn them back without any deaths. Not like this time.� He trailed off and they walked in silence for a while.

    The woods had grown very cold, though Elliot wasn�t sure how much of that was from finally having the luxury to notice the chill. They walked for at least a couple of miles, through terrain that was now familiar: dense trees, moist soil, low vegetation, and copious mosses. There was the smell of forest, heavier than what he remembered from his childhood out west. The woods felt unchanged for ages. The other men in the party were quite, with no minor conversations to pass the time. Rather they stared ahead, concentrating on the hike, many burdened by the bodies of their fellows who�d been killed in the fight. Elliot felt both scared by these men and sorry for them; scared because of their alien sternness and somewhat creepy ways, but sorry for the sacrifice they�d made to save him. Why had they done that? Was it merely at the request of Evajean-for he assumed she�d sent them out to look for him-or was there something else, something hiding in the omissions in what Andrews had told him?

    It was too late tonight to find any of that out, he decided. Best to wait until morning, when he could think on it with a clear head unencumbered by this night�s madness. A bed was what he needed and Elliot imagined what it would be like to slip between sheets and blankets, to lay his head on a soft pillow and let the weariness that had invaded him completely win for several hours.

    �Is it far?� he asked, trying not to make the quest sound like a complaint.

    �Only have a mile or a little more.� Andrews laughed. �And then you can sleep. Not far, but everything seems a lot more when you�re in the woods.�

    �It sure does,� Elliot said and stomped along behind the men, letting the jarring impact of each step keep him nominally awake.

    �You�ve lost people too in this?� Andrews asked some time later.

    Elliot blinked, then stared forward.

    �To the disease?� Andrews added.

    �We all have,� Elliot said.

    �But family? Was anyone dear to you afflicted?�

    �My wife. And my daughter.� Why was he telling this man about Clarine and Callie? The distrust was still present and still strong, and it felt somehow damaging to their memory to be bringing up their names in this violent crowd, no matter if the men had saved him. Callie and Clarine didn�t need to be here, not in this place.

    �I�m sorry,� Andrews said. �I lost a wife myself. I can�t imagine what it must be like with- to have lost a child, too.�

    Elliot nodded. It was, in fact, still difficult for him to imagine fully.

    �This is still painful for you, I see that,� Andrews said. �I apologize for bringing it up. We should be in Nahom presently, just over this hill up ahead. It is a beautiful place and you can rest safely there.�

    �That will be wonderful,� Elliot said, giving full emphasis to each word. The talk of Callie and Clarine and the thought of going up another hill drove the exhaustion deeper into his core. He didn�t know if he could make it.

    But he did. Eventually they were over the ridge and he saw the lights of tiny Nahom spreading out beneath them like a sparking picnic blanket left at the bottom of the valley. A hundred and forty people seemed a lot for so small a place, more an encampment than an actual town. He heard the breathing of the men around him relax and their pace improved, enthusiasm for home carrying them forward.

    Elliot let them fall away from him, content to stand a moment at the top of the hill and watch this mundane scene. How long had it been since he�d seen the twinkling lights of human habitation, the normalcy of that simple sight? Months? Since the power was turned off and the world had felt entirely dead. And that had been- He didn�t know, but a long time.

    Andrews turned back and saw him still on the ridge. He trudged up and put his hand on Elliot�s back. �Come down,� he said. �Evajean is safe. You can see her. And then we�ll get you something to eat and a soft bed. What to do next-Evajean has told us something of your plans-can wait until morning. For now, there�s just this one short descent remaining.� And then he jogged away, towards Nahom, and Elliot after a moment followed.
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    She must have been waiting for their return or heard the men coming down the hill, because Evajean was standing there, where the slope leveled out and the grass was packed by the daily life of the town. She waved as he drew near enough to see in the moon�s faint light, and then he was next to her and hugging her and asking how she was, was she okay, had she been hurt? And she told him she was fine, just fine, and wanted to know the same about him.

    �It must have been horrible,� she said, after they�d broken their warm-but still only friendly-embrace. �They said you were captured and they were going after you, to rescue you.�

    Elliot nodded.

    �It was the crazies?� she asked, wanting the answer to be no but knowing it wouldn�t.

    �A lot of them. And not like the ones on the road or at Wal-mart. These talked. They communicated. They weren�t,� he said, hating to admit it out loud, �actually crazy.�

    She looked at him like he was, though, and then said, �There are beds in this wonderful little house they�ve set aside for us. You should go to sleep now, Elliot, and, really, I want to do the same. I couldn�t until now because I couldn�t sleep not knowing if you were okay, but I�m completely wiped. We�ll talk about the crazies in the morning, okay?�

    �Sure,� he said, �sure, okay.�

    �That dog�s already figured out how to climb between the covers,� she said. �It�s been there, sometimes even snoring, since I got here. If it�s still doing that when I get back there, it�s going to be staying in your room.� And she smiled at him and Elliot felt like things would be okay, at least for the night and that this night was all that really mattered anyhow.

    She led him through town-only a dozen houses and what he took to be a meeting hall or church, but the night was too dark to make much out-and then along a short path by a backyard sized field high with corn. Beyond was a little ranch house, cozy with light flickering from two of the front windows. �They said the woman who lived here died,� Evajean told him. �Of old age, not the plague. Nobody�s moved in, so it�s ours until we decide to leave.�

    There was a tone in her voice, one Elliot hoped he was only imagining, that made it sound as if she intended their leaving to be put off for some time. He felt a dull fear then that she�d given up on the search for the Hole and that she wanted only to stay with these people. But that was just his mind not thinking straight after the night�s events. This place, like the men who resided in it, gave him a numbing sense of the creeps. Nahom felt bad and wrong, dirty with a slick of unseen crude, its residents contaminated-and contaminating.

    Enough, he thought. That house looks so wonderfully rustic and homey and the beds inside are likely just as congenial. Sleep and don�t worry about anything beyond that.

    That was a plan he could manage, even in his less than perfect state. Evajean pushed the rough wooden front door open and the dog barked at him from the ragged couch pushed against the opposite wall of the tiny living room. He walked over to it, the need for sleep hitting even harder now, and scratched between its ears. They still hadn�t come up with a name, but that too would wait for morning.

    �I�m this way,� Evajean said, pointing to the left. �You�re over there,� and she directed him to the right, through another door that appeared handmade. That would mean the kitchen was through the opening in the back wall next to the couch and that those four rooms were the house in its entirety. He stumbled through where she�d sent him and the dog followed. Inside was a bed that took up nearly all the space and an armoire with the same locally crafted appearance. It was into the former that he let himself fall, not worrying about his clothes, asleep within moments of settling into the terrifically lush comforter. The puppy hopped up next to him, sniffed around, and burrowed under the blankets beside his head. They both slept-and Elliot dreamed.

    

    

25

    

    In the morning, the dream would fade quickly, lost in thoughts of breakfast and the warmth of the dog against his leg. But that night Elliot�s mind, overwhelmed by excitement and grief, confusion and the hints of mystery, played. It wandered and explored the information it had and the emotions that afflicted it. His mind processed.

    He sat in his home, at the same kitchen table Evajean had eaten her steak and told him how much she needed to find the Hole. A radio in the front room played a song too low to hear and Callie giggled out on the deck. He smiled with that sound, glad for it. She was just at the age when he felt okay to have her out there by herself, finding her own amusement, without the fear that she might eat the wrong thing or wander away into the street. Blessed independence made his job as a parent that much easier and he needed it, after years of necessary vigilance, his attention never fully focused on anything because part of it-a great deal of it, actually-had to be mindful of what Callie was up to.

    So he let her giggle along with some unknown activity and he pushed around the papers on the table. Clarine wanted him to get another business going because she knew that�s what he wanted. The sales job he had, brokering deals for an insurance company, paid their minimal bills, but the landscaping venture had put the entrepreneur bug in him and it buzzed now, louder with each month and each year. �You could sell these policies on your own, couldn�t you?� she�d asked, but he didn�t want that. Insurance didn�t ring in his head the way the hands on of landscaping had. Yet the market here in Charlottesville, if you could believe it, was flooded. Nobody needed another company of guys with trucks and lawnmowers. Elliot would try his hand at something else entirely, just as soon as he figured out what that was.

    Callie shouted to him from the backyard. �Daddy!� she called. �Look what I found!�

    He stood up, happy to push the piles of research to the side for a moment, and walked through the door at the back of the kitchen, out onto the deck. Callie sat, legs wide and leaning forward, in the middle of the yard. She�d been digging, the garden trowel tossed on the grass to her left. Elliot inhaled to yell at her, because they�d been so stern with her about tearing up the lawn, told her time and again there were places to dig if she wanted to dig but the green grass he�d spent so much time on wasn�t it-but then he saw what she was holding in her tiny right hand, rubbing it with the other, and he fell silent.

    The stone was four inches across and nearly round. As Callie petted it, the surface-a deep green like brilliant jade-shimmered in the changing light and shadow. In the quiet afternoon, he could hear the stone humming.

    �What is it, Callie?� he asked after a moment.

    �Look at it, Daddy,� she said and held the stone up to him. �I don�t know what it is? Do you know what it is?�

    He didn�t. Could be jade, maybe, but the green was too much, too intense, like injection molded cheap plastic. Except for that glow-and the sound. It was all rather familiar, though Elliot couldn�t tell how or why. Dirt was still caked on it in places and he realized Callie had been brushing that off when he�d walked up.

    �You get that from the hole you dug, honey?� he said, and his daughter nodded enthusiastically.

    �Right there, daddy,� she said, pointing at the wound she�d torn in the yard. �I know I�m not supposed to do that but I was out here and I was gonna dig in the corner like you and mommy said I could but then I just had to dig here. I had to.� She turned her gaze dramatically to the ground. �I just had to. Don�t be mad at me, okay?�

    �Okay,� he said, �okay, Callie. But can I see what you found?� He reached out for it but Callie pulled it away.

    �I can find more,� she said, smiling. �It tells me where.�

    �What does, honey?�

    �This,� and she waved the stone at him, chastising her father for his obliviousness.

    �Callie-�

    �Look, daddy, there�s another one over there!� She stood up, still holding onto the stone, and ran to the back corner of the yard. Half way there, she remembered she�d forgot to bring the shovel, and came back for it, shaking her head in embarrassment. Finally equipped to dig, Callie again found the spot and began spearing at the grass.

    �Callie!� Elliot called, the anger at her misbehavior coming back, but she ignored him. She hacked at the ground with great wide strokes, faster as Elliot drew close.

    With one last plunge, she broke through and golden light burst forth from the hole, fierce and almost angry. Callie cried out and fell backwards. Elliot grabbed her, snatched her away from that terrible fountain of energy that was climbing through the sky, screaming as it went. Elliot could hear voices in it, shrieking and cursing his daughter for what she�d done, and she looked up at him, eyes suddenly sickly. Her mouth opened and what came forth was not that cheerful pixie voice but words he couldn�t understand, words that tumbled over each other in a mad soup of phonetic chaos. Elliot dropped her, fear making his legs weak, and his daughter crawled at him, lips pulled back, teeth clicking loud enough for the sound to carry through the cacophony.

    He ran back toward the house, only thinking to get away, to put the door between himself and that thing scrambling across the lawn, that thing with his daughter�s body but not her eyes.

    And Evajean was shaking him, standing over him as he lay on the rough, hard wood of the floor. He blinked and tasted blood in his mouth. The dog barked down from the edge of the bed. His cheeks were wet with tears.
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    They ate breakfast that morning at a long table parallel to the front of Nahom�s church, tightly packed with stools and folding chairs, each occupied by one of the town�s residents. Evajean and Elliot weren�t made to feel like outsiders, but they weren�t the center of attention, either. Rather, the atmosphere was comfortable and the food-oatmeal and applesauce, with fat rolls of whole grain bread-hot and satisfying.

    Elliot sat with Evajean on his left and a pudgy woman in her sixties to the right. Mrs. Reed, she�d been introduced as, but, she said, you can call me Cecilia. She asked him a few questions about where they were from, where they were headed, and pressed for information on just how terribly awful it must have been to be out in those woods all alone. She�d heard about the night before and, as is always the case in such a small community, knew them men who�d died. It was sad, but they�d given their lives to save others, and that was as good a death as one could ever hope for.

    Elliot nodded along with all this and offered up innocuous facts about the last couple days, but he kept their ultimate destination to himself. He didn�t know if these people were even aware of the Hole and, still remembering his conversation with Andrews, he wasn�t going to fill that ignorance in for them. The town and its residents were too clean, too nice, and that had him on edge.

    �This is delicious,� Evajean said to Cecilia, mopping up the last of her oatmeal with a roll.

    �You�re too kind to say so, honey,� the rotund little dame said. �It�s not what it ought to be, what with supplies being scarce and those things out there in the woods meaning we can�t be heading up to where you folks live to get more coffee and butter and jam.�

    �No, this is perfect,� Elliot said. And, at least as to just the food, he meant it. His stomach had felt as hard and small as a golf ball when he�d woke up for the second time that morning, and the meal, while bland, remedied that spectacularly. Evajean had let him sleep for another couple hours after the nightmare and then she�d shaken him awake, telling him the town�s folk were setting up for the morning meal and if he wanted any, he�d better get himself out of bed. She�d set out a change of clothes brought by one of the families of the dead, and they fit well enough, though he didn�t much care for the rustic farmer look. The town had already been well into their meal by the time he walked back across the field and into the square before the church, but they�d left room for the two of them and set aside a few scraps of meat for the dog. The puppy was now under the table, gnawing at the thick beef with its tiny teeth, growling occasionally in satisfaction-or frustration.

    A similarly fat man, belly and chest bulging around the edges of his overalls, reached across Elliot to grab the large clay bowl of applesauce. � �Scuse me,� he said, grunting the words.

    �Sure,� Elliot said and leaned back to give the man room. He heard Evajean laugh quietly next to him.

    �Lot of men died,� the fat man said.

    Elliot, pretty sure he was the one being spoken to, said, �Last night?�

    �Lot of good men.� The fat man wasn�t looking at Elliot but, rather, into his bowl of mixed oatmeal and fruit.

    �I�m sorry,� Elliot said.

    �Yeah,� the fat man said, �yeah, I bet you are.� And he stud up, taking his food to the far end of the the table.

    �Don�t you mind him.� This from Cecilia, resting her hand gently on his arm. �William can be a genuine grumpy puss when he sets his mind to it. Almost never smiles. Sometimes I think he don�t know how.�

    �You know him well?� Evajean asked.

    �Of course, honey. I�m married to the big old grump.� Cecilia laughed, a sound hearty and deep.
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    �I�m sorry,� Elliot said to her. �For the men who were killed.�

    �Honey,� she said, setting down her spoon and turning to give him her full attention, �those men died because the Lord felt it was their time. I�m just happy-we�re all happy-that they did it not by falling prey to the drink or catching something whoring in the city, but serving the greater good of fighting those things have been making life so miserable for us. What better way to lose your life, I have to say, than saving the life of another?� And she picked up the spoon again and resumed eating, like she�d just set down all there was to say on the topic.

    Elliot nodded and gave Evajean a troubled and confused look. She shrugged and smiled back at him. She wasn�t worried, but he remained very much so.

    Everyone seemed so nice, so proper and focused on their lives in the vanishingly small town. This breakfast table with its perfect order and cordial occupants summed up Nahom wholly for Elliot: ordered, structured, and, like the oatmeal, bland. But under it all was a slightly wretched air of fear and menace. Again he affirmed-to himself, if not yet to his traveling companion-his plan to get the hell out of here as soon as they were able. That meant fixing the truck, probably, and if they were very lucky, fixing it would involve only getting a few of these large men to flip the vehicle back over and maybe haul it back up to the road. Callie would�ve told him to keep his fingers crossed.

    Further down the table, laughter broke and spread like a pathogen in their direction. Elliot had no idea what it was about, but he chucked politely and poured more applesauce into his bowl. He wanted to get up and briefly away from here, take Evajean somewhere private so they could discuss how to get on again with their journey. Nothing of significance was back at the house, so it might just be as easy as asking for help with the truck and then waving goodbye to his rescuers.

    He leaned over to Evajean and whispered in her ear. �We should leave,� he said. �I want to go.�

    She looked at him, shrugging her shoulders, asking him why. �Because,� he said, not liking this clandestine conversation at a table were so many might hear. �I want to get going. I don�t like it here.�

    Now she did respond, whispering back, and Elliot saw they were drawing attention. Several the townsfolk had stopped eating and were watching the two, looking not concerned but slightly more than curious. Elliot hated this and found himself angry at Evajean for forcing him into the situation. Why hadn�t she stayed at the truck? If she�d only stayed at the truck until he woke up, they�d at least be hiking along the road. But then, of course, they�d have found the Nahom sign just like he did and taken the path and they�d be just where they were right now.

    �Don�t be silly,� she said and Elliot almost missed it, so caught up in his thoughts. �These people are nice, they�ve been very nice to us, and it�s the least we can do, since they saved your life, to stick around and make them happy. Okay?�

    �Okay,� he said, but it wasn�t. He broke from their parlay, resumed eating, and nudged the dog with his foot. Breakfast had to end soon.

    Soon turned out to be half an hour, a crawling period of more eating, more empty conversation and loaded smiles. He felt a great sense of pressure on his chest and in his ears, weight from whatever it was about this place that just wasn�t right, and at several points during those thirty minutes he almost stood up and walked away from the table, just to get some air.

    Near the end, Evajean put her hand on his knee and squeezed, trying to comfort. But the gesture only make things worse because it was the same as Clarine had done so many times and, like in the cave, he didn�t want to drag her memory into this place. Nahom made him ill.

    Finally it was done. The people carried their bowls and utensils to a large bin in a corner of the town square and dump them in, submerging the dishes in soapy water. Children began washing them while the adults, bellies full and ready to go about their day, exchanged concluding pleasantries and broke into groups to begin whatever tasks they had assigned. Now, in the hubbub, Evajean was willing to talk.

    �What�s gotten into you?� she said as they walked back to the small house. Elliot carried the dog under his arm, its head in his palm, and the animal yipped pleasantly at a family of squirrels chattering in a nearby tree.

    He started to answer but she cut him off. �No. I understand, what happened last night, it�s terrible. I�m sorry. And I�m sorry if I had you worried, being gone and all. But I was only trying to help, to get you help. These people saved you, Elliot. And you�re acting like they�re a bunch of Nazis.�

    �Evajean-�

    �No,� she said again. �You want to get out of here, I get that. But, Jesus, Elliot, this is the first nice place I�ve been since- since Henry got sick. I still want to find the Hole. It�s not like I want to live here. But why can�t we enjoy it for a day without you having whatever the hell kind of breakdown you had back there?�

    Elliot was quiet, embarrassed. How could he make her understand what this place was doing to him without it sounding crazy? They walked without talking the rest of the way to the house. At the front door, though, he turned to her, hand on the knob, and said, �There�s something wrong here. I guess you don�t feel it like I do, but I�m not kidding about it, either, Evajean. There�s something very wrong in this town.�

    She rolled her eyes and he almost slapped her. What the hell was wrong with this woman? Why was she treating him like a goddamn child? Elliot exhaled slowly, forcing his mind to clear. He set the dog down and opened the door. They entered without speaking to each other, and Elliot went into his room and sat on the bed. The dog hopped up to join him.
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    Later, when she hadn�t come to get him, he went to her. Evajean was sitting on the couch in the house�s living room, reading a fat, clothbound blue book. �It�s the Bible,� she said when he glanced at it. �All they have is this stuff.� She pointed at a little shelf against a wall, where half a dozen books were propped up by a coffee can.

    �I want to know what happened,� he said, sitting down next to her. The dog padded in from the bedroom, yawned, and lay down on the rug.

    �You should take him outside,� she said.

    �I will.�

    �You should do it now, he might have to go.�

    �Tell me what happened,� he said. �Run me through it and then I�ll take the dog out to piss.�

    She looked at him sharply. �You�re still being this way?�

    �What way?�

    �You�re still going to act like this?�

    �I�m not acting like anything,� he said, and lifted the book out of her hands. �You�re really reading this?�

    �What else is there?� she said.

    He shrugged. �So was I out when you woke up? Or did you never pass out?�

    �You mean the accident?�

    He nodded.

    She leaned back into the cushions and gazed up at the ceiling. �I didn�t hit my head. What I remember-and you have to understand, this was all happening so quickly-but what I remember is that boy in the road and you swerved. Then there was a big bump, which I guess was us going over the curb-�

    �Or the boy.�

    �-and then it was all just chaos. I really thought I was going to die, Elliot.�

    �You probably almost did,� he said. He wanted her to appreciate the weight of what they�d been through, to recognize it as serious, because that would make convincing her to maintain that reference easier. They weren�t out of trouble yet.

    Evajean swallowed. �And then it was like I was in this tunnel, being spun around and banged into things. You were screaming and the dog was barking, and I just pressed my hands into the dashboard because I guess I thought I might fly out. And then it stopped. The truck stopped falling and I could tell we were upside down. I didn�t know where, you know? But your eyes were closed and your mouth was open and I knew you�d been knocked out. I didn�t know if you were even alive, Elliot.�

    �Sure,� he said. �I was lucky to be. You too.�

    �And so I got out of the car and I could see how bad it was and I just started yelling for help, panicking, I guess. And then, this is the really weird part, I just got this feeling like I knew which direction help was. I knew where I needed to go to be safe and get you safe. So I took the dog because I didn�t want it to get eaten by a bear or a mountain lion or something and I started walking.�

    �And you ended up here.�

    �No,� she said, �no, I actually didn�t think I�d picked right after a while, because I�d walked for, I don�t know, a couple of hours and hadn�t found anything. I kept shouting for someone but nobody heard me.�

    �Then how-�


    �They found me. I�d pretty much given up at that point and was ready to just go to sleep and see what happened in the morning. And then I heard some people talking and laughing and then these guys just came out of the woods. Funny thing was, they were dressed up all strange in these big robes and carrying weird stuff like a table, but I knew they weren�t any danger. I told them what happened and they sent me back here with one of them. I guess he got them to go out and look for you.�

    �Were they grey robes? With blue?�

    �Yeah,� she said. �You saw them?�

    �I think so. Right before I was attacked the second time.�

    She looked at him, confused. �Second-�

    �The crazies attacked me once, tried to grab me, but I managed to get away. That�s when I came across the men you just described and while I was watching them, the crazies came back and took me to where I was when the men showed up to rescue me. Did the guys in the robes tell you what they were doing?�

    �No,� she said, �and I didn�t ask.�

    �I don�t like it,� he said.

    �Right, you already said that. But what don�t you like, Elliot? They�re nice and friendly and-�

    �But don�t you feel it? Like there�s something we�re not seeing, something under how nice and friendly they are? I keep getting images in my head, Evajean, like there�s a sickness here I haven�t found yet.�

    �That�s crazy.�

    �What�s crazy? Those people in the street we saw? The boy we ran into? Those crazy fucks who kidnapped me, took me to that cave? The whole world�s crazy now and it�s been crazy for, goddamn, for a long time.� He turned to face her directly, grabbing her shoulders. �You know what those guys you found were doing in the woods? With their table? Some kind of ritual, is what. I saw them, setting a chest on that table and putting a rock in a hat. One of them stuck his face in that hat and then he lead them all to goddamn buried treasure. What do you think these people do here, with their church and their shelves of Bibles? It�s a cult, Evajean. That�s why they�re so happy. Everyone in cults is always so happy.�

    �Elliot-�

    �Until they kill themselves or put poison gas in the subways. Shit, the one I talked to after they rescued me, he called what they did to the crazies in the cave-and you should�ve seen what they did except you don�t really want to, trust me-he said it was �blood atonement.� How friendly and helpful is that?�
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    �I�m sure you heard it wrong.�

    �They killed people with shovels, Evajean.�

    She sighed, loud and annoyed. �What did you want them to do?� she said. �Leave you there in that- was it a cave? In that cave?�

    Elliot couldn�t figure out why she wasn�t getting it. Frustrated, he stood up and inspected the books on the shelf. The Pearl of Great Price. The Doctrine and Covenants. �Look at this,� he said, taking one and holding it out to her.

    �So they�re Mormons,� she said. �So what? There are a lot of them. They�re like Presbyterians.�

    �I don�t like it,� he said again. He dropped the Book of Mormon onto the couch and sat down. �Aren�t they the polygamists?�

    �I don�t think so,� she said. �They don�t do that anymore.�

    The dog nuzzled up against his thigh and whined. �You need to take him out,� Evajean told him. �No matter what these people are into, I don�t think they�ll appreciate our dog pooping on their floor.�

    Elliot gathered up the dog and carried it out to the garden in the front of the house. He let it roam while he looked over the town, trying to pin down what exactly had him so on edge. The violence, yes, but wasn�t that expected? You can�t fight off a cave full of crazies without drawing some blood. The blood atonement comment, however, was out of place even there-and clearly ominous. It could be a religious thing, maybe, now that he knew that�s what this community was about. Mormons were friendly people, though. He�d had them stop by his door, young kids overdressed for the heat, with funny tags indicating he should call them �Elder.� He�d chatted with them briefly, politely, and they hadn�t come across as any odder than the Jehovah�s Witnesses passing out Watchtowers or Girl Scouts selling cookies.

    He could see some of them, walking through Nahom, carrying baskets or armfuls of firewood. The town was like an Amish place he�d visited with his parents when he was a teenager, though not quite as out of step with the world�s technology and fashion sense. It was more like just a very small town, the kind you might expect in the mountains of Virginia.

    The dog barked at something and ran. Elliot started after it but quit after a few steps, knowing it�d come back when hunger loomed. He stood, watching the minimal bustle of the town, thinking maybe he could convince himself Evajean was right about all of it. Maybe they should stay for a week or two, let the normality of the situation do some good. As long as these folks didn�t try to convert him to anything, he could manage. If that was the best thing for Evajean right now, if that would settle her down and make her content before they started their drive-and he hoped it was a drive and not a very long walk-then the creepiness could be worth it.

    He heard the door open and looked back to see Evajean standing on the front step of the house. She inhaled deeply, let it out, and said, �I haven�t given up.�

    �Given up?�

    �On what this was all about,� she said. �On finding the Hole.�

    He nodded. The dog bounced out from behind a low shrub, preceded by a darting and terrified chipmunk. Evajean laughed.

    �We still need to name him,� she said. �He�s been through a lot to be nameless.�

    �You said you had an idea,� Elliot said, glad the subject had changed for now, but weary of why.

    �Yeah,� she said, �I do- I did. But it sounds kind of cheesy now.�

    �What was it?� The dog had given up on the chipmunk and took a position by Evajean�s leg, scratching its chin with a hind leg.

    She bent down and scratched its head. �Hope,� she said. �Like for good luck.� She looked up at him and grinned. �There was this story, a myth, my mom read me when I was a kid and I always remembered it. Pandora�s Box. A woman�s given a box and is told not to open it but she does and all the bad stuff in the world, like hunger and fear and disease, comes out. And all that�s left in the box, down in the bottom, is hope. So the world is no longer perfect and is a kind of miserable place, but we still have hope to keep us going.�

    �Why�s it left?� he asked.

    �Why?�

    �If all the bad stuff wasn�t in the world because it was in the box and now it�s in the world, why is hope still in the box? How can hope be in the world, too, if it hasn�t been set free like, what did you say, like hunger and disease?�

    Evajean picked up the dog. It barked once, surprised, and then settled against her breasts. �I don�t know, Elliot. It�s just a story, one I liked. And because you had to go and try and ruin it, that�s the name I�m giving the dog. Hope. To remind us of what we have.�

    �Hope,� he said, and reached out to pet the puppy. It turned its face up to his. �Hi, Hope,� he said. �You may not make a lot of sense, but there you are.� Then to Evajean, �So what are we supposed to do now?�

    �What do you mean?� she said.

    �Since we�re staying on your say so, I thought you might have a plan for what to do besides stand in front of our little house with Hope. You were here before I was; did they tell you anything?�

    �No,� she said, �I mostly slept. All they said was they were going to find you and that I should stay here and they�d make sure you were safe.�

    �Fine,� he said, �then I�m going to see what I can figure out. There has to be someone around here who can tell me what�s going on. They seem to have more experience with the crazies that we do, maybe they know more about them, too. Can�t hurt to ask.�
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    �I�ll stay here,� she said, bouncing the dog in her arms. �You�re going to pick a fight and I don�t want to be there.�

    Elliot laughed. �I can behave.�

    She looked at him, unconvinced.

    �Really,� he said.

    �Okay,� she said, �but I�m still going to stay here. Let me know what you unearth.�

    Evajean took the dog inside and Elliot walked out, closing the small gate behind him. He greeted several of Nahom�s residents on his way to the town square and church, only making pleasantries, however, and not quizzing them for info. For that he wanted a leader of some sort and his best guess was that he�d be in or near the church, if this place really was a bizarre fundamentalist town.

    Nahom was a dozen homes and not much else. Deep in a valley, the town had a picture postcard look, with quaint architecture, happy children dressed like sunday school enthusiasts, and husbands and wives helping each other with rustic chores. Elliot noticed far more of the latter than the former as he explored, the women easily outnumbering the grown men by three or more to one. Evajean has said they weren�t polygamists anymore but Nahom seemed to buck the trend.

    From what he could tell, these people spent their time farming, maybe hunting-for both meat and treasure, and attending church at the largest building they had. His impression, as he waved and smiled at people, nodding greetings and once helping a group of men right an overturned plow, was of the community of hobbits in the Lord of the Rings movie he and Clarine had gone to see years ago, after his wife told him those were her favorite books in high school. The people were caricatures of small town America in colonial times and he knew there were never any scandals here bigger than a couple of teenagers getting caught kissing in the hay.

    The dozen homes mostly gathered along one dirt road in a gentle arc, the church at its apex. Beyond these, on both sides, were cultivated fields. The road began at the bottom of the path they�d taken down the valley slope the night before, and ended at a wide brook, bustling with children fishing and catching crayfish. Nahom was, in the end, nauseatingly idyllic. The city boy in Elliot had thought Charlottesville was bad, cut off from his loved urban density, but he was convinced a week in this place would drive him very nearly mad. He couldn�t imagine why anyone chose to live this way, even with the pressures of strictly following religious texts. The bad vibe he�d told Evajean about was fiercer now, because a people who could keep the violence he�d seen suppressed under a facade like this were definitely not to be trusted.

    He was right about this clan having a leader. Asking around and following directions eventually had him in the small office of Jeffry Lester, or Uncle Jeffry as he was apparently called.

    Uncle Jeffry stood up from behind a modest oak desk, covered with books and papers, and held out his hand as Elliot walked into the room. �Elliot,� he said, in a big voice well used to the booming intonations of public preaching. �Is it Bishop?�

    �Elliot Bishop,� Elliot said, taking Jeffry�s offered hand.

    After they shook and Elliot sat down, Jeffry said, �I want to welcome you to Nahom. Terrible circumstances, I know, but nonetheless it is good to have you and Ms. Rhodes as our guests.�

    �I appreciate it,� Elliot said. �Especially what you did last night with the-�

    �Oh, thank you, but please don�t mention it. Good men do good for others and we in Nahom like to think of ourselves as very good men. Call it a point of pride.�

    �You�re Mormons here?� Elliot asked.

    �We are. Followers of the true faith of Joseph Smith and the revelations of the prophets. Is that a problem for you, Mr. Bishop? Some people, those ignorant of our faith, often develop prejudiced feelings about our beliefs and our church. It�s a battle we fight every day and is a large part of the reason we founded this very town. Nahom is without bigots.�

    �It�s not a problem,� Elliot said, but Jeffry�s abundant answer and the mighty tone with which it was delivered, had him on edge. He and Evajean had stumbled upon some kind of fundamentalist camp and he didn�t care if these people worshiped Allah or Jesus or the sun and moon-they were all dangerous so far as he was concerned. He continued, �I�m not Mormon, neither is Evajean, but then I�m not really anything, so I always just live and let live, you know?�

    �That is my attitude, too, Mr. Bishop. Not God�s-he very much cares what you believe-but I�m a simple man in a complex world. Still,� he said, clapping his hands together, �that�s not what you came to me to talk about. What was your intention for this visit? And would you like something to drink? It is getting hot already and I can offer you water or milk.�

    �Water,� Elliot said, �thank you.�

    Jeffry, a small man with a tight face and eyes the color of brushed steel, pushed back his chair and walked over to a large shelf against the office�s back wall. He lifted down a silver tray with crystal glasses and a decanter of water. The setup was exactly the kind Elliot had wanted in their living room in Charlottesville, elegant and classy, the sort of display you craved showing off to guests. The effect certainly worked here, even if the clear liquid pouring smoothly into the heavy glasses was only water and not triple distilled vodka or Dutch gin.

    Elliot took the offered glass. Jeffry carried his back to his desk and resumed his spot behind it, leaning forward towards Elliot and saying, �Getting back to my question: why did you take this opportunity to come see me? I imagine these last days have not been terribly pleasant for you and your traveling companion.�
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    Elliot shook his head. �They�ve been a mess,� he said, �and I was hoping you and your people could help us get back where we were headed. I don�t know if Evajean told you, but our car is back up by the main road. It slid down the hill and flipped over and if you have some men who could help get it righted again and maybe back up that hill, that�d be more than enough.�

    �Probably,� Jeffry said, looking up at the ceiling and thinking. �A dozen strong men we have, and ropes. How big is this car?�

    �It�s a truck,� Elliot said. �A pickup.�

    �Two dozen, then. Is that all you�ll need?�

    �If you can get our truck back up on the road, that�ll be plenty,� Elliot said. �If it still drives.�

    �We don�t have any mechanics, I�m afraid,� Jeffry said. �And the world beyond Nahom�s borders looks to be such that you�re unlikely to find one elsewhere.�

    �Probably right about that,� Elliot said. �Help me get that trucked turned over and I�ll be grateful enough. More than anything, we just want to get started back on our expedition.�

    �Where is it you�re going, exactly?� Jeffry said, leaning forward over the papers and books. �Clearly the roads aren�t safe and we have no idea how bad it gets beyond Virginia�s gorgeous borders.�

    Suspicion dragged at Elliot and he knew telling this man anything was a bad idea. Yet he had the sense that Uncle Jeffry was the kind of guy who could read falsity easily, so Elliot went with vague. �West,� he said. �There�s nothing for us, for either of us, in Virginia anymore. Maybe there�s nothing west but we can�t stay where we were.�

    �You can stay here,� Jeffry said, tossing off the suggestion like it was nothing more than a dinner invitation. �Nahom has plenty of room for good people-and you already have a house.� He smiled.

    Elliot shook his head. �Thanks, but no. It�s appreciated but this isn�t where we want to end up. Out west, maybe there�s something.�

    �Are you lovers?� The smile was gone, replaced by the concerned blankness of a potentially upset parent.

    Elliot was taken aback by the abruptness of the question and didn�t immediately answer. Why did Jeffry care? �Does that matter?� Elliot said, setting his glass down on the desk.

    �You�re not married.�

    �No, were not. And we�re not lovers, either. Just-what was it you said before? Just �traveling companions.� Which is what we want to get back to, really. Can you help us?�

    The grin came back and Jeffry was friendly again. �Of course. Though not today, I�m sorry to admit. Today my people are preparing for the funerals of the men killed during your rescue. There will be mourning and celebration and they will be ready to help you turn over your truck by tomorrow-the day after at the latest. You�ll be our guests until then. Does that agree with you?�

    �It�ll have to,� Elliot said.

    �Wonderful,� Uncle Jeffry said, standing up. He offered his hand to Elliot. �Then I will send someone over to make sure you and Evajean have everything you need and then I will expect the two of you at our service tonight. Whether you are a man of Jehovah or not, I assume you are not adverse to attending a funeral preached in his name?�

    Elliot shook Jeffry�s hand and said, �Not at all. We�ll be there. It�s the least we can do for what they did for me.�

    Jeffry nodded. �Then, Mr. Bishop, I�ll see you there. If there�s anything you need between now and then, anyone in Nahom will be happy to help you. Lunch, like breakfast, is communal and we eat it at noon.�

    �Thank you,� Elliot said and he left Jeffry in the small office, again behind the desk, consumed by the administration of his one hundred and forty citizens.

    

    The afternoon prior to the funeral slithered by, with Evajean helping several of the women with household chores and Elliot joining the men in harvesting what would be the vegetable haul last before winter. This gender division seemed strictly enforced in Nahom, the men and women having their duties and places, only to meet, Elliot figured, in the marital bed.

    The men he worked with, picking root vegetables, squash, and withered corn, were friendly and warm, but far from talkative. Their conversation focused on the weather or pregnancy rumors, and never touched the terrors of the outside world or the deaths that had afflicted their town in the last day. The banality of it all made Elliot uncomfortable, a feeling he was unfortunately rather used to at this point. Still, he did his best to participate and laugh at their jokes, trying to be one of the boys for just this afternoon.

    He wanted to press them for knowledge, however, because questions kept banging around inside his head. How had Nahom made it through the plague so unmarred? Had any of these people fallen prey to the sickness, been driven mad? And, if not, why? Everywhere he and Evajean had been since this started was dead and empty, except for the crazies. Now they were spending a pleasant day in a small town that might�ve been from an entirely different world. He wouldn�t be able to convince anyone of it, but Elliot knew the answer to these questions was sinister. A sort of heat in his stomach and chest had dogged him since the men had first shown up in the cave, but until now he�d passed it off as exhaustion or nerves. But those felt different, were different, and Elliot had to entertain, though with minimal credulity, the notion that maybe his mind was trying to tell him something, that his unconscious was picking up signals he wasn�t yet aware of. Call it ESP, he thought, and laughed. One of the men, a burly farmer in grey overalls and a straw hat, turned to him, curious, but Elliot only waved and said, �It�s nothing. Just something I thought of now. Is this were these go?� And he dropped his armful of zucchini into an empty reed basket.

    When they�d finished, the men shared iced tea brought by Cecilia, who asked Elliot how the day�s work was treating him.
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    He told her it was good and refreshing, and he wasn�t lying. In those few moments during which he could set his concerns aside and simply concentrate on picking vegetables or carrying firewood, the unencumbered nature of the work contrasted nicely with the heavy thinking that�d been his primary occupation since Callie got sick.

    Cecilia smacked him on the back happily, saying, �I can�t get enough of it myself. The work�s so pure, you understand? It feels as if it�s exactly what God sent us here to do.�

    Elliot shrugged and told her he supposed that was right. Cecilia left them then, reminding the men that it was only an hour before lunch and they�d better not be late because the women had poured sweat-and a good many of the vegetables they were picking right now-into a truly fabulous stew. �You�ll need your energy,� she told them, �because you boys have just as much work to do this afternoon.�

    And they did. Lunch�s stew wasn�t fabulous but it filled Elliot adequately, even if the conversation accompanying it was thin. The citizens of Nahom had adopted a stand-off attitude toward their two guests, almost as if they trusted Elliot and Evajean as little as Elliot trusted them. But there was also a curiosity on display, a sense that these people expected something of the two of them and were waiting to see if it happened. Elliot hoped he disappointed them.

    That afternoon was more of the same, though several of the morning�s men didn�t return to vegetable gathering but, rather, prepared for the evening�s events. And those events, when they came, troubled Elliot and shifted his perspective more than he could have possibly imagined.

    Around four o�clock, with the sun drawing close to the valley�s western ridge, the harvest chores ceased and Elliot wandered away to find Evajean. She was sitting at a round table with four other women, all chatting and laughing while they skinned potatoes and gouged seeds out of pumpkins. As he came up, Evajean set down her small knife and walked over to meet him. �Okay,� she said, �I get it now. These people creep me out.�

    He shrugged. �It�s pumpkins.�

    �No. No, it�s not just the pumpkins.� She had leaned in close and was whispering. �They don�t talk about anything, Elliot. It�s like they don�t even think about stuff. I mean, we�ve been here for, what, for three hours and all we�ve discussed is how great supper�s going to be and how nice it is of the men to be doing the harvest, and not even a word-not a word-about how there�s a funeral tonight for eight men killed by zombies.�

    �Let�s go over here,� he said, and lead her away from the women and towards a small grove of trees by the edge of the town square. In the center of the square, a dozen of Nahom�s citizens were setting up chairs and a podium. �They won�t be able to hear us,� he said. Then, �See? You see what I mean now? There�s something wrong with this place, Evajean. Wrong beyond just fundamentalists living out in the woods. I keep getting this feeling like they already know about us, like they were expecting us.�

    Evajean waved her hands. �Me too!� she said. �This one woman, not Cecilia but one named Shirley� Weeks, I think. Shirley Weeks. She�s been watching me. I keep catching her doing it and then she looks away, but I know she was watching me. I can feel her eyes, you know?�

    �I know,� he said.

    �And other people are doing the same thing. Like this little girl�-Elliot had flashes of the laughing girl in the forest just before he�d had his first encounter with the woman in red-�who�s always peeking at me from behind things. I�m freaking out is what I�m saying and I want to leave. Now.�

    �We can�t,� Elliot said and, before she could start up again, he added, �We need them to help us get the truck back up on the road and they won�t do that until after this funeral�s taken care of. I talked with their leader, a guy named Jeffry-Uncle Jeffry, they call him-and that�s what he told me.�

    Evajean shook her head. �Tomorrow. Elliot, I don�t know if I can wait until tomorrow. What if you�re right and something�s going on here. You said about the treasure hunting, how strange it was, and what if they�re into even weirder stuff? What if they plan to hurt us-or sacrifice us?�

    �I don�t think that�s going to happen,� Elliot said, and waved cheerfully at one of the women who was watching them from the table. Was that Shirley? he thought. �I don�t think these people are into that kind of stuff. But I don�t know what their plan is and I think we should just concentrate now on getting through without anything bad happening until we can get the truck working again and go back to driving to Colorado.�

    �But what if they don�t help us with the truck?� she asked. �What if they have no intention of us going to Colorado. I don�t know why I�m so scared, Elliot, but I am.� Then she said, sounding embarrassed, �I feel like I�m hysterical.�

    �You�re not,� he said. �At least, I don�t think you are. I think you�re picking up the same stuff I am and it�s not good, whatever it is. But let�s stay together, not let them divide us up, and I�m sure we can make it through until tomorrow morning. They�ve got the funeral keeping them busy.�

    But Evajean wasn�t buying it. She�d picked up that suspicious bug that had kept him on edge since he�d arrived in the town, and she appeared to be suffering from it far worse. Elliot didn�t know why it�d taken her so long to notice the oddness of Nahom and he was glad she did now, but he had to keep a lid on it or she�d blow whatever cover they had left.
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    �Look,� he continued, �we won�t even split up. Just stay right here, right next to me, and if it looks like they�re going to try anything funny, we�ll just take off into the woods. Worst that can happen is we run into some crazies but, then, that�s what we seem to have already done.�

    She smiled at him and he could see she was calming down. He put his arm around her shoulders. �We can do this,� he said. �I mean, we�ve made it through a lot so far, right?�

    Evajean nodded and didn�t pull away. He held her and she said, �I�m scared. Really, that�s all. I�m probably freaking myself out.�

    �Let�s just not worry about it. I mean, Jesus, think about what we�ve been through just getting here. The woman at the store, that big group of them on the road, the car accident-�

    �And you,� she said. �Getting captured and the cave��

    �So this is nothing,� Elliot said. �These are nice people who happen to be kind of religious and are freaking both of us out. We just think about it that way and wait until tomorrow morning and everything�ll be good.�

    Evajean pulled away from him and looked up at his face. �Thank you,� she said. �It�s crazy. I feel crazy. Maybe we can just go back to the house?�

    They did and, until one of Nahom�s men tapped on the door to let them know the funeral was about to start, Evajean and Elliot sat inside and chatted about old times and dead family what it would be like if everything just went back to normal.

    But that ended with the measured knocking on the front door and, when Elliot opened it, a large man in a white collared shirt and grey pants told him Uncle Jeffry had sent for the two of them and that things were about to start. Elliot assured the man they�d be there momentarily.

    Now he and Evajean were standing in a crowd of the entire one-hundred and forty, minus the dead, while Jeffry read a passage from one of the scriptural books. Nothing about it so far was too far out of the ordinary for a funeral, albeit with a lot less pomp and circumstance than the Catholic ceremonies Elliot was used to. There was singing and praying, and the families of the deceased spoke their fond memories. One of the men had had five wives and several of the others had two. The number of impacted children was minimal, however, and Elliot-who realized he felt a degree of guilt for what he now watched-was glad for that.

    It was during the eighth of these eulogies, as an old woman spoke of her son�s courage and willingness to serve God, that the first of that night�s sequence of terrible events occurred.

    Elliot was staring at his feet, unable to look into another yet another pair of anguished eyes. Evajean leaned against him, humming quietly and unconsciously to herself. The little girl in the row in front of Elliot-a girl he was convinced was the one who�d lead him on the brief chase through the woods-tilted her head to the side like she was listening for something, then clapped her hands to the sides of her head, and screamed. She fell backwards, over the chair, and into Elliot. He stumbled forward against her, trying to grab her arms and keep her up, but his startled actions missed and she landed on the grass, legs caught in the chair�s legs, beating her firsts against the ground while screeches pushed through her clenched teeth.

    Jeffry, standing to the left of the podium, ran forward, calling out, �Is she okay? What happened?�

    Men were pulling Elliot back, trying to get at the girl, while somewhere on the other side of the crowd a woman called out. �Oh God! Oh Jesus!� she shouted and, as he was dragged way from Evajean, Elliot saw the woman pointing toward the ridge. Coming down from that hill, in a single row like Roman soldiers, were over a hundred crazies, armed with rocks and branches, faces to the sky as they ran.

    Elliot hurled himself forward and grabbed Evajean. �We have to go!� he shouted over the calls of the men and the cries of the women. Uncle Jeffry was doing his best to calm the crowd, saying something about the church and doors, but nobody seemed to paying him any attention.

    They forced their way through the crowd and, as they reached its periphery, it seemed people grasped the heart of Jeffry�s message and began running to the church. Evajean pulled in that direction and Elliot, after brief hesitation, allowed himself to follow her.

    When the entire population of Nahom had run through the church�s open entrance, the heavy wooden doors swung shut, and the panic subsided. Elliot heard sobs and the children asked questions about who those people were and where they came from. A little girl, standing near Evajean, asked the emptiness in front of her if those were the bad people who killed her daddy. Evajean pulled her into a hug and whispered in her ear.

    Elliot walked over to the closed doors and asked one of the men standing near them if they would hold.

    �I don�t know,� the man said and looked over at Uncle Jeffry, who was talking with a group of women. �I don�t know how long they�ll hold.�

    Jeffry said, �Okay, everyone, please, let�s try to remain calm. We dealt with these people before and we can do it again. Right now, we need to make sure the church�s windows are shuttered and locked and so I need some of you to carefully make your way through the building and assure that is the case.� He pointed at the men near the door. �And you, you�re only role right now is to be certain nothing gets through those doors. Put your weight against them if you need to, but keep those doors shut.�
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    Elliot helped the men. He and several others ran through the church, grabbing desks and chairs and anything else they could find, and stacking their haul against the doors. While they did this, Jeffry and the women took the children in the back then began closing and fastening the shutters. From outside, they could hear the crazies gibbering, but the sound was far off still. Elliot wondered what they were up to and why the zombies hadn�t pressed the attack.

    Nahom, this far out in the mountains, didn�t have electricity lines, so when the last of the shutters was pulled shut, the church became completely dark. Children cried out and sobbed, mothers and fathers doing their best to provide comfort while clearly upset themselves. Elliot tracked down Evajean and sat with her as Jeffry talked quietly to his people, telling them they needed only wait this out, that the people outside couldn�t get in.

    �I�m not going to say I�m scared,� Evajean said.

    �I know,� Elliot said, looking around, trying to see if there was somewhere else they might sit, closer to an easy exit in case things went bad.

    �I�m scared,� she said.

    Elliot put his hand on hers. �Remember what we said? About just sticking this out and leaving?� He squeezed. �It�s one more thing to stick out.�

    �Yeah,� she said.

    �Only one more thing.�

    And they were quiet for several minutes then, listening to the sounds of the Nahom�s citizens, these fundamentalists making perhaps their last stand in their house of God. Still, the sense of strength Elliot got from them was staggering. The people of this town were not terrified anymore. They�d set those emotions aside and made themselves focus on what they could do against the horde that had violently interrupted their mourning. Elliot had to respect them for that, even if he couldn�t fully wrap his head around what they got out of their isolated, religion driven existence.

    �I�m going to talk to Jeffry,� Elliot said when he was relatively sure Evajean was in control. �I want to know what he plans to do.�

    �Just to wait,� she said. �Like he told us. Just wait.�

    �And hope they go away? I�m not buying that. It�s silly. We don�t have any food.�

    She shook her head and Elliot could barely make out the gesture in the faint light coming from the small stained glass windows near the roof. �It�s-�

    Something heavy slammed against one of the windows to their right. Children screamed and a group of men rushed to the location of the hit. Then a crash came from the other side of the church and Elliot turned to see a faint arc of sunlight where the wooden shutter had cracked.

    �Stay here,� he said to Evajean and ran over to the small breach, trying to see outside. He couldn�t make out much more than moving shapes, blurred and indistinct, but then another rock crashed into the window and the glass between him and the shutters� wooden slats shattered. He fell back, away from the falling glass, and called out. �Over here!� he yelled. �They�re coming through over here!�

    Men, women, and more than a few kids scattered, some heading toward Elliot and the window to fight anything that might burst forth, while others ran in the opposite direction, terrified to be near the crazies if they did make it through. Elliot stayed where he was, again trying to look through the break in the shutters to get a sense of what they might be up against.

    Unfortunately, the view was still poor and the best he could do was affirm that more of the crazies had gathered. Someone behind him said, �Get away from there, we�re going to-�

    And then an arm was around Elliot�s chest, dragging him backwards, and four men carrying a pew hurried past, flipping their enormous load up against the window�s empty frame.

    �That won�t hold!� Elliot shouted. �There�s too many!� But they weren�t listening-and probably couldn�t have heard him anyway over the noise from the pack of children cowering on the floor to his left.

    He wished he could see. The man who�d held him-Elliot didn�t know any of their names, except Jeffry, who was futilely directing, and Andrews, who was with the men near the window-let go and Elliot spun around in the near dark, trying to see Evajean. He couldn�t find her, however, and, anyway, he wasn�t sure what he would have done if he had. They were trapped in the church with the exits blocked and some indeterminate number of crazies out there, ready to tear the citizens of Nahom apart if only they could figure a way in. The real trouble was, after his experience in the cave, Elliot knew the crazies were smart. They weren�t like slow and dumb movie zombies you could count on to just keep walking into the closed door until they either rotted or the wood collapsed from all that gentle nudging.

    So he found a seat at one of the few remaining pews, waiting for Evajean to find him, and thought about what to do next. What were the chances the crazies-who he could now make out shouting from beyond the church�s walls-weren�t after him and Evajean, that they�d leave them alone in favor of Nahom�s Mormons? Not likely, especially since the woman in red had shown such interest in him. He hadn�t seen her in the mass of crazies coming down from the ridge, but their number was so large that he could have just missed her.

    No matter what, he knew he couldn�t count on Uncle Jeffry and his boys to protect him and Evajean. They were on their own, just like she�d predicted. These people would fight for their own and Elliot needed to be ready to do the same.

    He stood up, and saw Evajean. She was with the men near the window now, talking to one of them, who had to lean down close to hear. She looked up when Jeffry again called his people to attention.

    �We don�t have a lot of time,� Jeffry said, standing atop a pew three rows ahead of where Elliot sat. �Those people out there, those beasts, are going to get through that window or another window and they�re going to try to hurt us like they did before. We need to be ready to fight them and we need to be ready to die to protect what�s ours. I want you men finding anything you can to defend yourselves. There�s a sword above the bookcase in my office and I have a few letter openers, too. Not a lot, but it will have to be good enough.� He paused while a pair of men broke from the pack to get the weapons. �The rest of you, look for anything. Break legs off these pews or the chairs if you need to. Once that�s done, we�re going downstairs.�

    Downstairs? Elliot hadn�t seen any way down. Why had Jeffry just now mentioned it? Of course going into a basement was their best bet, since that�d limit the ways the crazies could get to them.

    But then Jeffry said, �And once we�re downstairs, everyone here knows what to do.�

    Shit, Elliot thought. What does that mean? He remembered the men in the woods, the treasure hunters, and Andrews�s mention of blood atonement. None of the things those same people might know to do in the basement were going to be good. Was this a suicide cult, like Jim Jones? Were they going to lead the children down below and then everyone would drink Kool Aid and die peacefully while the crazies pounded to get in?

    No. No, they were gathering weapons. You don�t arm yourself before drinking poison. Still, Elliot wasn�t going to take any chances. He ran to Evajean.

    �We have to find a way out of here, � he said, trying to keep his voice low enough that nobody but she could hear.

    �You think?� she said. �What are they going to do, Elliot? In the basement, what are they-�

    �I don�t know,� he said. �But it�d be damn stupid of us to stick around to find out. I don�t want to be locked down there with them no matter what they�re up to.�

    Evajean glanced around. �But how do we get out? The doors are- They�ve stacked all that stuff up against them and the windows are locked.�

    �And the crazies,� Elliot said. �We�d have to get by them.�

    Evajean didn�t hear this, however. She was reaching out and grabbing the arm of a man standing nearby. He turned, startled, and she said, �We need to get our dog. We forgot our dog back at the house.�

    The man stared at her.

    She said again, �Our dog, the one I brought with me.�

    The man said, �No. Those people out there will hurt you. Uncle Jeffry-�

    �Look,� she said, �all I�m asking is, when you all head into that basement, you let us stay up here. We�ll get the dog, come back, you let us in. Okay?�

    His eyes shifted to Jeffry, who was talking with a group of women while the men tore apart the pews. �Uncle-�

    �Don�t worry about him, okay?�
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    The man shrugged. �I�ll have to talk to Uncle Jeffry.�

    Evajean said, �Okay, fine, you do that. But I want my dog.�

    Shaking his head, the man walked away to help his friends tear apart furniture.

    �What the hell was that?� Elliot said, when he was gone. �The crazies are out there. We�re not going after that dog.�

    �No. But if they think we are, they won�t expect us to head down into the basement with them. And we don�t want to be in that basement, right?�

    Elliot nodded. �Right. Okay, you�re right. But that doesn�t help us with what we�re going to do once we�re left up here-if Jeffry lets us get away with your plan. We still can�t get out.�

    �One thing at a time,� she said. �We can just hide if we have to. There has to be somewhere in here where-�

    �They�re going down,� Elliot said. Jeffry was standing by the door to his office, waving his hands and directing the men, women, and children in a careful line past him. The entrance must be in there, Elliot thought. Under the desk or behind the bookshelf. A secret passageway.

    �Just stay here,� Evajean said. �Don�t do anything to make him change his mind.�

    �Shit,� Elliot said, pointing.

    �What?� But then she saw. Jeffry had called over three men and was talking to them while glancing and gesturing at Elliot and Evajean. �They�re not going to let us,� she said.

    �No,� Elliot said, �and we can�t get out.�

    The men broke away from Jeffry and began walking across the now empty floor of the church toward the two of them. Jeffry called out, �I�m afraid getting your dog is too dangerous. I�m going to have to insist you come with us.�

    �I want my dog!� Evajean shouted at him as the men closed in. One grabbed her by the arms and the other two flanked Elliot. Neither he nor Evajean struggled-there wasn�t much of a point-and they were soon stumbling across the church and into Jeffry�s office.

    The desk had been pulled out and swung against one wall and the carpet pulled aside. Underneath was a trap door, four feet on a side, leaning open as the last of the townspeople climbed down the latter into whatever lay underneath the church.

    �Let go of us,� Elliot said as they got near Jeffry. Evajean shook herself in the arms of her captor, but remained quiet.

    �I won�t do that,� Jeffry said. �I�m sorry about this, really, but the simple fact is that the two of you have become too important to let you get killed by those people out there. I�ll do my best to explain, I promise, but for now you�ll have to trust me. We�ve dealt with them before, we know how to get through it again. My men are strong. All will be well.�

    �Go to hell,� Evajean said. �We don�t want to go down there with you.�

    Jeffry stared at her. �You mustn�t-�

    �No,� she went on. �Goddamn it, I spent the day helping your mindless women make that stupid food and I gotta say, you people are as nuts as any of the crazies outside.�

    �Ms. Rhodes,� Jeffry said, tilting his head, indicating to the men to continue getting the two of them down into the basement. �You may speak like that out there, in that world of gentiles, but we do not use such language in Nahom. I ask you to respect that.�

    Evajean laughed. �Out there?� She shook her head. �Whatever,� she said. �Whatever. Take us down there. Do whatever you want. But I�m going to get my goddamn dog when this is done.�

    Elliot, scared deep into his guts, had to grin. Evajean was the stronger of them, he knew. And now he knew, for reasons he wouldn�t have been able to articulate, that she�d get them through this. She�d stood up to the death of her husband and pushed for this quest to find answers about his demise. She�d hauled herself out of that wrecked truck and hunted through the woods to help Elliot. She was the strong one.

    Neither of them said any more as they were pushed to the ladder and made to climb down. Down turned out to be quite a bit further than he expected, thirty feet at least, by his count of the rungs, and then he was standing on hard packed earth as he watched Evajean come down after him.

    The room was small and lit with torches and candles along the walls and in the hands of several of the women. It was another cave, like the one the woman in red had taken Elliot to, but larger and supported in places by thick logs. The people stood with their backs against the stone and wood, leaving the center open, and it was here the ladder touched down. Evajean dropped next to Elliot and looked around, startled by the size. The three men who�d grabbed them came next, and then Uncle Jeffry. As soon as he was down, Jeffry directed Elliot and Evajean to join the others against the walls.

    �I�m going to close it now,� he said to his people. �I will close this door above us, lock it, and then it will be braced with heavy boards. Nothing will get through and nothing will interrupt us before we finish.� Several of the people near Elliot nodded at this, like it was part of a rehearsed speech they�d all listened to before.

    Jeffry pointed at the trap door and one of the men-it was Andrews, Elliot saw-broke from the group and climbed the ladder. When he reached the top, there was a loud thump and the scraping of wood on wood. Then Andrews came back down and nodded at Jeffry as he went past and back into the group by the wall.

    �There,� Jeffry said. �We�re safe now, the door is strong. Gather yourselves and pray that it remains so and pray for what we must now do.�

    

    

36

    

    And so they did. Elliot sat between two women, with a young boy in front of him and next to Evajean, and watched as all of Nahom�s citizens bowed their heads and, except for the ones holding the torches and candles, clasped their hands, and he waited as the tense feeling in his stomach returned far worse then before. Uncle Jeffry was up to something-all these people were up to something-and Elliot didn�t know what it was but he had the undeniable feeling that it was bad and that he and Evajean should have run when they�d had the chance.

    The people prayed, whispering to themselves. Elliot realized with growing concern that the language they were speaking wasn�t English and he knew-terror mounting even more-that it was the same language the people in the cave had been speaking, the same language as the crazies. Not babbling, not gibbering, but a language foreign to his experience until just a day ago. He turned to Evajean and could see she�d noticed it too. He reached out and pulled her to him and she huddled against his chest as the chanting grew louder.

    �What is that?� Evajean said, her mouth turned up to his ear.

    �I don�t know,� he said. �It�s-�

    �It�s the crazies� talk,� she said. �It�s not safe. Elliot, we need-�

    And then the chanting stopped. They watched as Uncle Jeffry, kneeling in the center of the cave, slowly pushed himself from the ground and stood up. His eyes were closed, pressed so tight that the skin of his face wrinkled, like a child squinting dramatically in the sun. He stumbled two steps forward then caught himself and forced his body fully erect. The people around Elliot sighed, a long release of breath, and then Uncle Jeffry raised his arms and in each hand he held one of the odd stones like Elliot had seen the treasure hunters put in the hat.

    Up until this point, Elliot had been on board with the theory that the plague was a virus of some kind that infected people, broke down their mental state, and drove them mad before killing them. That�s what the news had said-and the scientists and physicians the reporters interviewed reiterated the message. The plague was natural. And of course it was because what else could it be?

    But now, as he watched what happened next, he had to set that theory aside entirely. The events of the last several months, circumstances that had destroyed his life has he�d known it, taken his wife and child, and then thrust him into this bizarre adventure with the lady who lived across the street, had fit the theory. This, however, what Uncle Jeffry was doing-or what was being done to him, Elliot didn�t know which-couldn�t be fit in to what he�d been told and what he�d thought. For a moment, he thought he was just going mad, that this was the end of his sanity. But then he saw that Evajean was watching it too and he knew, suddenly and terribly, that the world was a very different place than he�d ever believed.

    The rocks Uncle Jeffry held burst to fiery life. The one on the left, a green stone the size of a baseball, cut through by black and silver veins, pulsed outwards in a clean, white glow, like the fuzzy aura around the full moon. A woman near Elliot gasped and fell over sideways, hands around her throat, kicking out with her feet. The others ignored her, however, totally consumed by what was happening to Jeffry. As the glow from the first rock expanded, the second, yellow and red in tight crystal swirls, arced amber light towards its companion. The beam moved at an impossibly slow pace, sliding along a path over Jeffry�s head until it reached the green stone. As the lights combined, Jeffry screamed, face turned up to the ceiling of the cave. Fat tubers of illumination crawled from the now nearly blinding glow and swarmed around Jeffry like loosed snakes.

    Evajean ducked her head against Elliot and he held her close. Jeffry turned his face toward his congregation, pivoting around until he�d inspected them all� �Pray!� he shouted, his voice fractured by static. �Pray that the righteous will win the day, that the blasphemers are punished by the Lord our God. Pray, I tell you and do not stop until those who would do us harm are are banished from this plane back to the horrible realm from which they come.�

    �Return,� the people of Nahom called in unison.

    �Pray!� Jeffry went on. �For centuries we have fought their menace, battled against the evil they would do. God has given us this mission through his prophet, Joseph Smith. He has pledged us in the battle against this evil. So I call upon all of you, men, women, and precious children, to pray until we have overcome the horrors that pound at our gates.�

    The light had consumed him now, covering his features in a thick blanket of illumination. Elliot pulled Evajean into himself, pressed her cheek against his shirt, and he could hear her calling out without words, overcome by the light and the mad oration of Uncle Jeffry.

    �The scriptures speak on the coming of the one mighty and strong,� Jeffry continued. �They tell us that he will lead us to salvation, forging forward on the path the prophet began. We do not know who the mighty and strong is, but I say to all of you that he has returned in this, the worst of times, and he will give us the power needed to overcome the evil that has overcome this wretched world. We need only hold out long enough to recognize him. We need only have faith in the words of the prophet, Joseph Smith, and we shall defeat the plague the devil has brought down upon us.� He raised his arms up, his hands flat, holding the two stones, and the light spiked. Elliot had to turn his face away. �These are the end times, my children. And we shall prevail!�
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    The people were shouting now, some in the strange language of the crazies, others just calling out phrases in repetition of Jeffry, and several stood up and began dancing, writhing and twisting in place. Elliot pulled Evajean into him as the crowd pressed forward, into the center of the circle. Soon his view was obscured entirely by denim pants and cotton skirts. Neither of them tried to stand, however, because doing so would draw attention and disappearing was the best way to avoid being hurt.

    Then it stopped. The dancing, the chanting, and Uncle Jeffry�s oratory all simply ceased and the cavern became still but for the patterns of light and shadow created by the now steady torches. Elliot looked at Evajean and she turned her head up to his, but they both only had blank looks. Neither dared even whisper.

    Uncle Jeffry spoke up again, quiet and calm. �Blessed be the prophets of this church,� he said, his voice soft. �Blessed be those who have followed their teachings. We have known this time would come, our scriptures tell us with absolute certainty. Sacrifice is required but we carry the legacy of Joseph Smith and the lost tribe and now we will live up to that legacy. Lindsay, my dear,� he said to a woman Elliot couldn�t see, �will you bring the materials? You know where they are.�

    �Yes, Uncle Jeffry,� Lindsay said, a young girl, maybe even still a child.

    �Thank you, Miss Tanner,� Jeffry said. �And now, Travers, I want you to help her carry it and set up the materials. Can you do that?�

    �Yes, Uncle Jeffry,� Travers said. Still Elliot couldn�t see these people, for the people of Nahom had pressed backwards and together while Jeffry spoke and Elliot�s view was even more obstructed. Evajean sat, leaning into him, unmoving. They could now hear shifting in the crowd as it made way for Lindsay and Travers.

    Presently, those two returned, Uncle Jeffry saying, �Ah, now. Now we can begin,� and then there was the thump of something heavy being set in the center of the circle. The people breathed deeply.

    �Lindsay, please,� Jeffry said, like he was directing her to sit down. Then Elliot heard a box open on tight hinges and Evajean jumped in his arms. Willing to risk notice, she said under her breath, �This is bad. We need to get out of here. I don�t like it.�

    He pushed his mouth close until it was nearly touching her ear. �First chance we get,� he said.

    And then a shocked gasp rattled through the crowd and from the center of the circle, where Jeffry, Lindsay, Travers and unknown others were, came the sound of scuffling, feet sliding rapidly on dirt. �Extinguish that,� Uncle Jeffry said and one of torches near Elliot went out.

    �Lindsay�s sacrifice,� Jeffry continued, �paves the way for all of us. I say unto you that this shall be our finest day, for we are close to the return of the one mighty and strong. With her blood, Lindsay draws him to us and his coming is prefaced by the power we need to disable the current threat. Quickly now, while the wound is fresh.�

    �Oh god,� Evajean was saying, her face firmly against his chest. �Oh god, oh god.�

    Elliot wasn�t sure what was happening, didn�t want to be sure what was happening, but he knew they needed to move because things had taken a terrible turn and no matter what happened now, he needed to at least try to get Evajean to safety.

    �Come on,� he said, pulling her backward, keeping low to the ground. �Come on.� They both slid on the dirt, away from the circle, and none of the townspeople seemed to notice. Elliot pushed his way past legs and the people moved out of the way easily.

    They were near the rock wall when Jeffry spoke again. �The torches,� he said. �Bring them here.� The light in the cavern moved and it became darker where Elliot and Evajean were. Taking this as a blessing, he pushed backwards faster. If they could make it to the cave wall, they could inch around and perhaps find a way out. Going back up the ladder was clearly impossible, but this cave might open out or join another chamber in which they could hide.

    He was looking over his shoulder, pushing himself along with his feet, and Evajean did the same, her back pressing into his shoulder. At last Elliot felt hard stone and made the quick decision to go right. �This way,� he said to Evajean, and lifted himself to a crouch, scrambling as best he could along the cave�s wall. Evajean followed, the two barely able to make enough out now that the crowd of people was completely between them and the remaining torches.

    They�d gone perhaps ten feet, without finding an opening, when Evajean called out. Her cry was dangerously loud and Elliot immediately hushed her, but then he saw had caused her to forget caution.

    The crowd had pushed even closer to Jeffry and the middle of the circle (what was in that circle Elliot didn�t want to think about) but their numbers had swelled. Every adult and every child Elliot could see now had a companion, a figure standing just behind and off to the side, hulking and-he blinked-only barely human. The shapes were indistinct, blurry and transparent, and the darkness of the cave made seeing difficult, but Elliot could make out large heads and shoulders that sloped upwards and out too far before plunging down into arms fat and knobby. Color was entirely washed out of the figures, but Elliot knew this wasn�t a matter of shadows from the torches or even hysteria a hour�s events. No, their modest company had been joined by things impossible to imagine.

    �We have to go,� he said to Evajean, forcing himself to give up trying to comprehend what he was seeing. �Now.�

    And they rushed along the cave wall, eating the distance, but still no escape presented itself. Is this it? Elliot ask himself, very near panic. Is there only this one room? There can�t be. But of course there could be, as he remained aware.

    �There,� Evajean called, her voice still low but only barely.

    �Where?�

    �There.� She pointed and he could see it now, a recess dark in shadow. On his hands and knees, Elliot dashed towards it, Evajean close behind.

    Just as they reached the passageway-for it was an opening that ran deep into the rock-Uncle Jeffry�s voice carried over to them, booming and harsh.

    �We are one!� he shouted. �After these long years, we are one!�

    And, suddenly, they were. The new shapes, those shadows of monsters, folded into the people of Nahom, shrinking in from the edges and disappearing inside. Many of the townsfolk were overcome by this, shaking or falling to the ground. Elliot didn�t want to stay to learn what happened next, so he pulled Evajean with him into the small passage and, when he was sure she was safely behind, stood as high as he could manage and ran.

    As they turned left along a bend in the tunnel, a crash and screams came from back in the chamber, and Uncle Jeffry called out, �They are here! Defeat them, my prophets! Defeat them!� Then Elliot heard the babbling of the crazies and the sounds of combat before he and Evajean turned another corner and the rocks fully muffled the clamber. They were alone in the now complete darkness.
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    The passageway was narrow, the walls jagged. Elliot and Evajean moved slowly, Elliot in front, feeling with hands pressed out on opposite walls, head low. The pace was terrible on Elliot�s legs, his muscles not used to this kind of work, and he knew they�d have to stop frequently or the burning in his legs would force them to quit.

    For a while, he�d anxiously strained his ears for some sound from behind, an indication that either Jeffy�s people or the crazies had found the entrance to this side shaft and were after them. But he could only hear Evajean�s breathing and his own. They�d managed to escape, though where to was an open question.

    The two had gone for some distance further when, behind him and faint, Evajean said, �Something�s wrong.�

    �What?� Elliot said, stopping. The tunnel here was four feet from side to side and close to five high. They�d just gone through a narrower stretch, however, and his chest felt tight from claustrophobic nervousness. �Are you hurt?�

    �I don�t think so.� He couldn�t see her but she was close enough that he could feel the electric fuzz of proximity. �I�m just�� she said, pausing to swallow. �I�m dizzy.�

    �Do you want to stop? We can rest here. I don�t think anyone�s coming after us.�

    �Yes,� she said. �Thank you.�

    Elliot sat down and leaned against the tunnel wall. What time was it? he wondered. How long had they been crawling through the passage away from that terrible chamber? Twenty minutes or a half an hour was the best he could figure, but panic had driven him early on, so it was impossible to know. And then there was the nagging idea that this passage might go nowhere, that he and Evajean would die lost under the Appalachians.

    He said to Evajean, �You might just need water.�

    �I know,� she said.

    �It�s been, I don�t know, a couple hours since either of us drank anything and our bodies have been pretty stressed.�

    �I know.�

    �Are you okay?�

    �No.� She breathed heavily. �I feel sick. My head feels huge.�

    �You�re just thirsty.�

    �No,� she said.

    �That�s what it is,� Elliot said, because he was thirsty, too. �Once we get out of here, we�ll find water.�

    Evajean groaned and said, �Okay, yeah. Sure.� She wasn�t paying attention to him.

    �You could stay here,� Elliot offered, �and I can go on ahead, see if there�s a way out.�

    �Okay,� she said. Then, �No.�

    �No?�

    �You�ll get lost. You won�t be able to come back and find me.�

    �I can-�

    �No,� she said, �I�ll come with you. I�m okay, I�m just sick. It�s stress, like you said.� Elliot heard her push away from the wall and crawl in his direction. �Let�s go.�

    They progressed a while more-slower, though, because Evajean was having an increasingly hard time. She kept saying �ow� under her breath, like a meditative chant, and the sound of it in repetition made Elliot feel deeply strange-stiff and tired, with the sound of blood rushing in his ears, a kind of forced meditative state. He wanted out and could only tell himself that continuing along the passageway was the best way to do that. They sure as hell couldn�t go back the way they�d come.

    He was very near to losing it entirely when the tunnel finally opened out into another large room, apparent only by a sudden freshness of the air and a loss of the feeling of pressure from the close stone.

    �Hey,� Elliot called back to Evajean. �I think we�re okay. Can you smell that?�

    �It smells like outside,� she said, her voice less wilted than before. �I wish we could see.�

    �I�m going to try to stay along the wall. See if there�s another passage that�ll take us back to the surface.�

    �Good. I�ll rest, for just a minute.�

    Elliot stood up and put his palm against the wall. If only they had a flashlight or a lighter, anything to cast even the slightest illumination, the effort wouldn�t feel so dangerously futile. He�d seen movies about people lost in caves and they always ended badly. He made his way out and along the wall, careful to move slow and feel in front of his face with his free hand. Walking into an overhang or protrusion would be a terrible cap to the day.

    �You still there?� he said.

    �Yeah,� Evajean said, �I�m here. But, Elliot? I really feel sick. Do you want to-�

    �I�ll go just once around this, see what I can find. If there�s a way out like I said, we can get you up to the surface and get some water or some food. You�ll feel better.�

    �Right,� Evajean said. �Okay.�

    Elliot had gone a ways, he didn�t know how far, when two things happened. First, Evajean began moaning, very near screaming, and he came away from the wall, running to her without thinking. Second, from behind him and to the right, low, yellow light blinked faintly, on and then quickly off. Knowing he shouldn�t, he ignored it and stumbled his way to Evajean, his outstretched hand finding her leg. �What�s wrong?� he said, but she was kicking and he had to back away. �Evajean!�

    She moaned and then coughed. He wanted to grab her, to pull her close and make this all stop, but she was trashing too hard and he couldn�t risk getting knocked into something hard and sharp. If that happened, they�d very likely both die in this cave.

    �Evajean!� he said again, �What�s happening? What�s-� And then he heard it. He didn�t want to, hating that he did, but there it was, sliding into her voice as she called out in pain. The gibbering. The mumbling, babbling talk of the crazies. Of course that�s what it was, because he�d heard it so many times in the past, and there was no way now to rejected what he was experiencing.

    Evajean was sick.

    He threw himself down on her, pinning her twisting arms and legs. She was so small and she gave up quickly, her calls dropping to whispers, her body limp under his. And Elliot stayed there, unable to get up and address what had just occurred. Evajean was it. The only thing left for him in this goddamn world. She wasn�t sick. Neither of them was sick. That sort of shit doesn�t happen, he wasn�t going to let it happen. Because Uncle Jeffry and those real crazy people, those fanatics who�d done this to him and to Evajean, those fundamentalists were all healthy and fine and the world just wasn�t an evil enough place to let them live on while Evajean went mad.

    �It�s okay,� he said, trying to calm her down, trying to get her to just stop. �You�re okay. Please. You�re okay.� He ran his hand across her hair. He pulled her up, making her sit, but she wouldn�t stay and he lowered her back to the floor. He couldn�t see her face. The now remembered yellow glow was gone. He wanted to see her face for other signs of the madness, because it was possible, just possible�

    �Evajean,� he said. �I want you to stand up.� He waited, but she didn�t move her legs, only lay against him, twitching and whispering. �I�m going to have to leave you here,� he went on. �I have to see where that light came from. It might be a way out.� He was talking to her calmly, measured and even. �Okay,� he said. �Please just stay here.�

    Elliot let go of her and stood up. He didn�t know which direction the light had come from, only that it was away from Evajean. If it was from a side passage, he ought to be able to find it by feeling along the wall as before. He set out, carefully, while Evajean muttered quietly in tongues.
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    There was another opening, larger than the one they�d come out of, that lead into a tunnel big enough for Elliot to walk through. The light hadn�t returned by the time he started down the passage, so he again felt along the walls with his hands, crouching to prevent an impact with his head. He could still hear Evajean behind him and the sound was terrible, as bad as when he�d first heard Callie or when he�d woken up in the middle of the night to the soft babbling of Clarine. He wanted to run back to her, to take Evajean and carry her away from this place-but he knew his body, already exhausted, would give out under her weight and then he�d never find a way to take her to the surface and, somehow, make her well again.

    The tunnel took a smooth curve to the left and then began to slope upwards. He realized that he could actually see: nothing more than a vague circle of grey that was the tunnel�s open center stretching away in front of him, but the light was there and getting stronger. And it wasn�t yellow, which meant it could be daylight.

    He moved faster now, more sure of his ability to avoid injury, and soon the tunnel widened even further, becoming a long room twice has tall as Elliot, and wide enough for two or three trucks to park easily. The light came from a large crack running along the ceiling, the rock split by a little less than a foot. Sunlight, faint and the color of evening, spilled in and Elliot shouted and pumped his fist. They were close. The surface was right there and that mean there had to be a way to get to it. He could help Evajean.

    Elliot turned around and headed back in her direction. �Evajean!� he called to her, �I found it!� No response came, but he wasn�t expecting one. Just so long as she heard him, so long as she knew he hadn�t left her.

    But she hadn�t heard him. The light died out as he moved further back in the direction of the second chamber. Soon hew as forced to use his hands again and drop his pace, but he still shouted to Evajean. Yet when he finally reached the room where he�d left her, the sound of babbling met him and his enthusiasm, until then founded on suspension of this terrible knowledge, died and he had to again face the fact that Evajean was sick with the same plague that had killed his wife and child-as well as most of the rest of the world.

    �Evajean,� he said. �I found a way out.� He walked across the chamber, following the sounds she made. She hadn�t moved in the time he was gone, and was still laying where he�d left her. As he got close, she stopped talking and just lay still. Elliot sat down next to her and felt out, taking her hand.

    �I�m going to try to carry you,� he said. She sputtered something, a whisper, and he knew, even if he�d heard it, he wouldn�t have understood. �Is that okay? Can I carry you?�

    No intelligible response came. You�re kidding yourself, Elliot thought. She�s sick like Callie, sick like Clarine. She�ll die just like they did, too. Should he kill her now? That�s what he would want if the plague got him.

    Still holding her hand, Elliot slid his other arm underneath her chest and lifted her up to sitting. Her body was stiff and twitching and he felt immediately sick as it moved against his. He couldn�t kill her, no matter how bad it got. This wasn�t a moral choice but, rather, a recognition of a lack of will on his part. No matter how much it might be the right thing to do, there was no way Elliot could make himself kill Evajean.

    That left him with only a single option: he had to get her out of here and find help. What that help would look like he�d figure out later, after they were safely out of these goddamn caves.

    �Right,� he said. �Okay, it�s time to do this.� He stood up, straining with her weight, and managed to get her standing, too. He started to drag her backwards this way but stopped, realizing he wouldn�t be able to find the opening in the dark, not without having one arm free to feel for it. Shifting Evajean to more to his side, he tried holding her with just a single arm and found he could barely manage-though he�d have to stop frequently to rest the muscles. This plan tentatively in place, he set out again across the cavern in what he guessed was the direction of the passage.

    He eventually found it and stopped at its mouth, sitting Evajean against the rock. His back hurt and his legs protested this new effort so soon after all that crouched walking. But he only let himself stay stationary for a minute and then he took up his mumbling burden once more and worked the two of them into the passageway.

    Through none of this did the yellow light appear. Maybe he�d imagined it or maybe his eyes, unused to straining so long in darkness, tricked him. He knew the daylight in the second cavern was real, however, and after a sufferingly long time in the tunnel, he experienced its subtle rise again, the grey circle in front of him. Do this, Elliot, he thought. You�re almost there.

    They emerged out of the tunnel and into the room with the crack in the ceiling. At the far end it narrowed again and continued-towards the surface, he hoped.

    �This is it,� he said to Evajean. �See that? That�s sunlight. Or starlight, maybe. I don�t know what time it is. But it�s light from outside. You�ll be there soon and then whatever this is, it�ll- You�ll be okay again. You�ll be okay.�
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    He set her down. �I�m going to see if there�s a way out up ahead. That crack�s too high for climbing and I couldn�t carry you anyway. So you stay here and I�ll try to find a way to the surface.� She mumbled and was limp. She didn�t appear to notice anything he was doing.

    Elliot walked away from her, towards the opposite end of the lit chamber. The slope was more pronounced and he knew they had to be close to the ground, because it�d only been that one latter length down to the first chamber. He didn�t remember any feeling of descent as they�d gone through the tunnels. Twenty feet, he thought. At most.

    �Evajean,� he said, �I need to leave you for just a little bit. I want to see where this tunnel goes. I think it may take us out.� He waited, hoping, but she said nothing. She wasn�t babbling, though, and he took that as a good sign.

    The light was brighter than it had originally seemed. The crack, which he stood looking up at, was the width of his thigh in places and the light coming in had the sharp whiteness of stars. Evening, then. How long had they been down here? It had been afternoon when the funeral started. Too long, then. They both desperately needed water and, eventually, food.

    And if they did get outside, what then? That mass of crazies who�d come down the hill and surrounded the church were probably still out there. It�s not light they�d just leave him and Evajean alone, let the two of them wander off casually to the road after first stopping at the small house for the dog. Even if he could get Evajean to the surface, he couldn�t outrun the crazies while carrying her. That would just have to be something he wouldn�t worry about now. One step at a time.

    �Okay, Evajean,� he said. �I�ll be back soon.�

    As the cavern narrowed at the far end and continued along the same tunnel, but now the ceiling was close enough that he had to crouch again. He was starting to feel sick in his stomach and dizzy, too, and he knew it wasn�t just his body protesting. No, things were going wrong in his mind. Was this what it felt like as the plague set in? Callie had been too young to discuss it and Clarine had gone so fast. What was it like, to get that terminal sickness? It wouldn�t be too bad, though. Not really. Those three women in his recent life had been afflicted, and his continued health stung of unfairness. He couldn�t be the only one left, not when people so much better than him has succumbed.

    Then he noticed the wood. Overhead, just visible in the last of the light from behind him, was a beam of wood set into the ceiling. It ran parallel to the ground, a support, and Elliot quickly realized that mean people had been down here. So close to the surface, that likely meant a reenforced entrance into the cave system. Of course, Elliot knew nothing about caves and the little knowledge he did have came from Discovery Channel shows and horror movies. But it sounded right and was an excuse to be hopeful.

    Elliot inched along and the light grew. He was right about the wood, that quickly became clear. He walked past more supports and then a framework of wooden planks vertically supporting their horizontal brethren, like the stereotypical mine entrance in a a western. And the starlight. The tunnel was lighter and then he could see easily as he approached a hole displaying the silhouettes of trees.

    He ran towards them, not excited, not thrilled to be out except in so far as it meant possibly getting Evajean help. The weight of futility pressed down on his shoulders and into his stomach, and his run was more of utility than elation. He needed to be sure the area was safe, that it was sufficiently clear of crazies and far enough away from Nahom that he could bring Evajean out and not have to worry about immediate pursuit.

    The opening of the shaft was on the edge of a steep hill, a wooden structure build out of the earth, with steps heading down the slope. Below, Elliot could see the reflection of moonlight off a small creek. He�d have to be careful, working his way down the steps, carrying Evajean. They might not be sturdy and the fall might well kill her. He started slowly down, testing each step with his right foot, gradually working up the pressure until it was supporting his full weight. The boards creaked and once he heard a sharp snap, but none gave and soon he was at the bottom, balancing on moss slick rocks.

    The stairs were about as steep as they could be without needing to become a ladder. The hillside they were fastened to was patched with occasional grass but mostly it was dirt and rocks. Sliding down carrying Evajean would be impossible. He�d have to do the stairs or head deeper into the cave in search of another exit.

    The good new, however, was that he didn�t once hear the babbling of a crazy or the call of a town member. The woods were, in fact, silent, without the hum of insects he expected at this time of night. What time was it? he thought. It couldn�t have gone passed midnight yet; they hadn�t been in the caves that long. Still, there was no sunset glow through the trees. Which meant quite a while until daylight.

    He began picking his way carefully back up the steps, again checking for give. But they appeared to have settled during his trip down and remained strong throughout the assent. Back in the cave entrance, he looked over his shoulder, out at the night, and hauled in a large breath. If she really were as sick as she looked, why was he going back? Really, what was the point? He�d made it out and could simply run, out of the cave, down the hill, and then follow the stream until it lead him to� something, some place that wasn�t Nahom and wasn�t overrun by crazies. That was the sensible plan, not going back for a woman who�d die anyway, might even be dead as he stood here. That was the sensible thing.

    Yet he couldn�t, not to Evajean. There had to be a way to fix her.

    He turned away from the moon and stars and headed deeper into the cave. When he was, by his guess, half way back to the chamber, he called out to Evajean, telling her it was okay, that he�d found a way out. She didn�t respond, but he knew she wouldn�t.

    And then he was in the chamber, too surprised to take another blind step, staring at a soft glow of light from something in her hand, a light that illuminated Evajean�s upturned face. He couldn�t see what she was holding, and wasn�t looking for it anyway, because he could only watch in amazement as she turned her eyes to him and said, �Elliot, you�re back. Look at what I�ve found.�
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    They climbed the rest of the way and stood at the top of the hill, their legs and hands covered in mud and moss. The trees were dense here, the undergrowth thick, and with only the starlight, they weren�t able to see down the other side.

    �Where do you want to go?� Elliot said.

    �Where?�

    �Pick a direction. You found the town from the car. Maybe you�re lucky.�

    She laughed. �Lucky,� she said.

    �No, I mean it,� Elliot said. �Pick a direction.�

    Evajean shrugged. �Down. We�ll go down to the bottom of the hill and see if we can see anything. Really, though, we might have to wait until morning.�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said, �we might.� And he started down the hill, glad to be putting its bulk between them and the cave. This way was easier. There were trees to grab onto as they quickly slid down and the slope didn�t feel as steep. Evajean�s suggested �down� turned out to be carry its own level of luck, because the ground leveled out into a hard path, like the one Elliot had followed before finding the symbols on the trees. It wasn�t quite as wide and lacked the deep wheel marks, but had clearly seen a lot of use.

    �Yeah,� Evajean said, �I think next we�re going to follow this. And we should follow it that way.� She pointed and Elliot figured it didn�t matter, since he didn�t know where north was or the road or anything else they might want to eventually arrive at. They walked, enjoying the relative feeling of comfort and safety.

    �How are you feeling?� Elliot asked after they gone a quarter of a mile.

    �Better. Drinking that water helped. As long as it didn�t have stuff in it. They always say you�re not supposed to drink from lakes and things.�

    �It�s safe, I�m sure. Safer than not drinking, anyway. I�m glad it helped.�

    �Where do you think this goes?�

    �No idea,� he said. �The last one I was on connected up to the road. Maybe this one does, too.�

    �I hope so.�

    �Me, too.�

    �And Hope, too,� Evajean said.

    �The dog?�

    �We could still find him. He might hear us. Dogs hear really well and these woods are quiet.�

    �Too quiet?� Elliot said, smiling.

    �Knock it off,� she said and punched softly on the shoulder.

    �I�ll keep my ears open,� Elliot said. �In case the dog is out there.�

    �Thank you.�

    But he didn�t hear anything, not as the track went up over a shallow hill and then took a wide curve to the right. He did, however, smell something: a smoky weight in the air like faint burning leaves. He didn�t remember hearing about fires in the mountains, not on the local news in Charlottesville, but it was fall. The trees had dropped their dried leaves and all it took was a spark. Evajean smelled it too. �That�s nice,� she said. �I�ve always liked that smell.� And then they both returned to their habit of quiet.

    Elliot was about to strike up another round of small talk to ward off the pressing darkness when he saw a glow through the trees in front of them.

    �What is that?� he said.

    �I don�t know.� Evajean started running ahead and Elliot called out to her, telling her to slow down. She didn�t, though, and he jogged to catch up. The path had been sloping gradually up for a little while and suddenly the hill crested. They both stopped, staring.

    Below them, the town of Nahom burned.

    Three houses were on fire and Elliot could see their little cottage was among them. But those were small blazes, only corners lit or patches of roofs in flames. The bulk of the light came from the church. Fire engulfed the building so completely that Elliot could only see its dark silhouette through the orange and yellow. The area around the church was empty. None of Nahom�s citizens had made it out-though they might have escaped into the deeper caves. More encouraging, for him and Evajean, there weren�t any crazies, either. The town was empty and, except for the fire, quiet.

    �Jesus,� Evajean said. Then, �The dog! Hope, he�s down there, still in the house.� And she ran down the hill, Elliot again following and again calling out to her to wait and think about what she was doing. The results were the same.

    As he approached the bottom, the heat from the church became uncomfortable. Evajean was still ahead of him, running to the house. He caught up with her as she was pulling open the gate. �Wait!� he said, �We have to be careful.�

    �Hope�s in there,� she said and then was down the short path and at the front door. Elliot looked around, desperately trying to catch any sign of crazies or citizens. They�d made their escape once and the chances of being able to pull it off again were negligible.

    The fire was spreading. More of the buildings smoldered now and the smoke from the church had turned thick and black. Still there were no shouts, no signs of life. Where had they all gone? He could understand the absence of townsfolk: they were still trapped under the church or in the caves. But the crazies had swarmed in fantastic number, had surrounded the church and, it had sounded like earlier, broken inside. Not all of them could have fit, could they? Had they burned? That his and Evajean�s primary threat in escaping the woods was gone seemed too much to hope for. No, the crazies must have fled back into the mountains when the fire started-and were waiting there now, perhaps even watching the two of them from the cover of the trees.

    He started to call her name again but stopped when he heard the sharp bark. She was standing in the doorway, Hope kicking in her arms. �Help me, Elliot,� she shouted. �He won�t settle down.� He came over, took off his jacket, and wrapped the animal tightly.

    �There,� he said, �that�ll keep it from jumping out, at least until we get away from all this.�
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    They climbed the rest of the way and stood at the top of the hill, their legs and hands covered in mud and moss. The trees were dense here, the undergrowth thick, and with only the starlight, they weren�t able to see down the other side.

    �Where do you want to go?� Elliot said.

    �Where?�

    �Pick a direction. You found the town from the car. Maybe you�re lucky.�

    She laughed. �Lucky,� she said.

    �No, I mean it,� Elliot said. �Pick a direction.�

    Evajean shrugged. �Down. We�ll go down to the bottom of the hill and see if we can see anything. Really, though, we might have to wait until morning.�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said, �we might.� And he started down the hill, glad to be putting its bulk between them and the cave. This way was easier. There were trees to grab onto as they quickly slid down and the slope didn�t feel as steep. Evajean�s suggested �down� turned out to be carry its own level of luck, because the ground leveled out into a hard path, like the one Elliot had followed before finding the symbols on the trees. It wasn�t quite as wide and lacked the deep wheel marks, but had clearly seen a lot of use.

    �Yeah,� Evajean said, �I think next we�re going to follow this. And we should follow it that way.� She pointed and Elliot figured it didn�t matter, since he didn�t know where north was or the road or anything else they might want to eventually arrive at. They walked, enjoying the relative feeling of comfort and safety.

    �How are you feeling?� Elliot asked after they gone a quarter of a mile.

    �Better. Drinking that water helped. As long as it didn�t have stuff in it. They always say you�re not supposed to drink from lakes and things.�

    �It�s safe, I�m sure. Safer than not drinking, anyway. I�m glad it helped.�

    �Where do you think this goes?�

    �No idea,� he said. �The last one I was on connected up to the road. Maybe this one does, too.�

    �I hope so.�

    �Me, too.�

    �And Hope, too,� Evajean said.

    �The dog?�

    �We could still find him. He might hear us. Dogs hear really well and these woods are quiet.�

    �Too quiet?� Elliot said, smiling.

    �Knock it off,� she said and punched softly on the shoulder.

    �I�ll keep my ears open,� Elliot said. �In case the dog is out there.�

    �Thank you.�

    But he didn�t hear anything, not as the track went up over a shallow hill and then took a wide curve to the right. He did, however, smell something: a smoky weight in the air like faint burning leaves. He didn�t remember hearing about fires in the mountains, not on the local news in Charlottesville, but it was fall. The trees had dropped their dried leaves and all it took was a spark. Evajean smelled it too. �That�s nice,� she said. �I�ve always liked that smell.� And then they both returned to their habit of quiet.

    Elliot was about to strike up another round of small talk to ward off the pressing darkness when he saw a glow through the trees in front of them.

    �What is that?� he said.

    �I don�t know.� Evajean started running ahead and Elliot called out to her, telling her to slow down. She didn�t, though, and he jogged to catch up. The path had been sloping gradually up for a little while and suddenly the hill crested. They both stopped, staring.

    Below them, the town of Nahom burned.

    Three houses were on fire and Elliot could see their little cottage was among them. But those were small blazes, only corners lit or patches of roofs in flames. The bulk of the light came from the church. Fire engulfed the building so completely that Elliot could only see its dark silhouette through the orange and yellow. The area around the church was empty. None of Nahom�s citizens had made it out-though they might have escaped into the deeper caves. More encouraging, for him and Evajean, there weren�t any crazies, either. The town was empty and, except for the fire, quiet.

    �Jesus,� Evajean said. Then, �The dog! Hope, he�s down there, still in the house.� And she ran down the hill, Elliot again following and again calling out to her to wait and think about what she was doing. The results were the same.

    As he approached the bottom, the heat from the church became uncomfortable. Evajean was still ahead of him, running to the house. He caught up with her as she was pulling open the gate. �Wait!� he said, �We have to be careful.�

    �Hope�s in there,� she said and then was down the short path and at the front door. Elliot looked around, desperately trying to catch any sign of crazies or citizens. They�d made their escape once and the chances of being able to pull it off again were negligible.

    The fire was spreading. More of the buildings smoldered now and the smoke from the church had turned thick and black. Still there were no shouts, no signs of life. Where had they all gone? He could understand the absence of townsfolk: they were still trapped under the church or in the caves. But the crazies had swarmed in fantastic number, had surrounded the church and, it had sounded like earlier, broken inside. Not all of them could have fit, could they? Had they burned? That his and Evajean�s primary threat in escaping the woods was gone seemed too much to hope for. No, the crazies must have fled back into the mountains when the fire started-and were waiting there now, perhaps even watching the two of them from the cover of the trees.

    He started to call her name again but stopped when he heard the sharp bark. She was standing in the doorway, Hope kicking in her arms. �Help me, Elliot,� she shouted. �He won�t settle down.� He came over, took off his jacket, and wrapped the animal tightly.

    �There,� he said, �that�ll keep it from jumping out, at least until we get away from all this.�
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    �Him.� When Elliot looked at her, she added, �Hope�s a him.�

    �Right,� Elliot said.

    They were across the lawn and at the cottage�s front gate, Elliot in front and Evajean wrestling with the dog as she came up behind, when two things happened.

    The first was that Evajean, her voice trembling, said, �Elliot, something�s wrong.�

    He spun, terrified, knowing she was sick again, that this brief time now passed had only been a respite, and now she was sick again and would stay that way.

    She was sitting down, carefully to keep herself from falling, and he crouched next to her, hands on her shoulders. The dog barked, the sound muffled by the jacket. Elliot stared into her eyes, looking for the that lost stare or the shaking, any sign that the worst had again occurred.

    �No,� she said, head hanging down, chin near her chest, �no, this isn�t right. Elliot, it�s not right.� Then her head came up and her gaze was blank, completely empty of recognition or awareness, and she said to the sky just above Elliot�s head, voice steady, �This is how it begins.�

    That was when the second event came, nearly as terrible as the first. From behind the house, loud enough to seep through the crackle of the flames, came the sound of babbling, of gibbering, of the crazies returned.

    Elliot grabbed Evajean, pulling her up to standing, and the dog fell away, climbing out of the jacket after it thumped to the ground. The dog would have to follow them, Elliot thought, as he hefted Evajean over his shoulder and ran.

    Behind him, the crazies came around the sides of the house, and an uncontrolled glance over his shoulder showed the woman in red at the fore with dozens in support.

    Elliot ran until the weight was too much and the smoke blowing from the church sapped even his sudden adrenalin surge. Then he fell, Evajean tumbling to the grass, and the dog jumped over his foot, barking frantically. Evajean began kicking again, her upper body curled tightly. Elliot, panicked, turned away from Evajean and toward the onrushing horde, watching with complete helplessness as the crazies closed on the two of them.

    But then they stopped. The woman in red, at the front of the pack, flinched away when she got to within a few yards. The rest piled up behind her, swarming out and around Elliot and Evajean along an invisible perimeter. Elliot realized he was screaming.

    �Elliot?� He turned. Evajean was sitting up, trying to push herself to her feet. Overcome, he could only watch. She managed to get all the way up, though still unsteady, and then she stiffened. �Elliot!� she said again, this time shrill and concerned.

    �Evajean,� he said back to her, but it wasn�t even a whisper, but just a mouthing of the words. He couldn�t breathe for the pressure in his chest.

    Then the calm came upon her. Her body relaxed and she looked down at him. �I understand now,� she said. �We are only at the beginning and I assure you it will not end here.�

    �What?� he said, shocked back into vocal capability. �Evajean��

    She walked to the edge of the circle to stand face to face with the woman in red. Elliot watched as she leaned forward and took the woman�s hand. The crazy tried to pull away but couldn�t-Evajean�s strength was absolute. �We have a long road ahead of us,� Evajean told her, �and obligations to fulfill. You will abandon this waypoint. Now.�

    The woman in red shrieked. She clawed at her face, tearing deep lines in her cheeks. Evajean took a few steps backwards to stand next to Elliot. She looked down at the dog and smiled. Then she turned her face to the sky and raised her arms over her head. In her right hand she held the golden cube they�d found in the cave.

    It began to glow, that same yellow light Elliot had seen in the caves radiating out. The illumination hit the perimeter through which the crazies couldn�t pass and spread out, like syrup dumped into a glass. Hope was barking and Elliot, without being conscious of the act, reached over and pulled the dog close. It nuzzled its head into his chest as he continued to stare up at Evajean.

    The light had spread as far around them as it could and began to climb skyward, creating a pillar of yellow through which he could still make out the forms of the crazies. The woman in red was tearing at herself and shaking and the other crazies convulsed without falling.

    Then there was a humming, almost singing, and Elliot looked up to see the golden cube open, spreading out to an arc of fanned pages. Evajean gazed at it with a content expression, then lowered it until it was in front of her face. �Beautiful,� she said. �Like it should be.�

    And the light ruptured its bounds and ripped through the crowd surrounding them. The crazies bent or tumbled as it passed, like they�d been hit low by something heavy. And from each one, just as he�d seen in the cave when Uncle Jeffry and his flock had done their sacrifice, some thing came out of them, shifted out of them, so that a shadow figure was next to each crazy, bent or prone as well. The figures faded within seconds of the light�s passing, spreading out and growing less dense, like smoke. The crazies died then without sound or sign of pain. They simple collapsed to the ground and stayed there.

    The woman in red was the last to go. As the light moved through her, she stopped her mad tearing and looked back at Evajean, fear and defeat in face. Her mouth opened and she said something Elliot couldn�t hear. Above him, Evajean responded, �I know. I�m sorry.� And the woman fell, her body empty.

    The light dissipated, and the dog whined deep in its throat. The golden cube landed on the grass next to Elliot and then fell after it, her legs crumpled up underneath her, her head bumping his shoulder. He grabbed her, pulled her into his arms. Evajean sighed and her eyes slid closed.
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    The two of them didn�t talk as they explored the town. Hope bounced along behind while Elliot and Evajean looked for anything that might help them get their stalled journey going again. A moderate rain had kicked up, extinguishing most of the fires beyond the still raging church. Elliot also had a hunch-one he didn�t tell Evajean about-that the force that had killed the crazies had also snuffed out much of the flames.

    Evajean had eventually come to with Elliot still sitting in the middle of a vast circle of bodies, radiating out though the whole of Nahom. She�d blinked at him, coughed a few times, and asked what happened, shock overcoming her as she noticed the wreckage of crazies. He comforted her as best he could but his careful recounting of the events over the prior minutes pushed Evajean toward hysteria. Eventually she told him to stop, that she had the gist of it and didn�t need to know the details, not now.

    At the present, however, picking their way over bodies that thinned out as they got further from the epicenter of� whatever it was that had happened, they each focused on this new search, hunting for options to prevent having to walk all the way to Colorado. Nahom had supplies: canned goods, tools, and guns. But without something to carry it all in, they�d only be able to take a minimum, perhaps not enough to make it out of the mountains-or even just back to the road.

    Evajean insisted they split up to make better time. Elliot was against the idea initially but when he realized the separation was only to allow her time to collect herself, he went along with it. She took Hope and headed around to the buildings on the opposite side of the church from where they�d spent most of their time.

    As he wandered through another house, this one slightly larger than the cottage they�d stayed in, he finally allowed himself the opportunity to go over everything that had happened since the crazies had first come down the hill to interrupt the funeral. It�s still Evajean, he told himself. Whatever all the rest of that was, it�s still her. But he wasn�t so sure and that made him queasy. She�d been sick-not for long, true, but there was no doubt it had been the same sickness that�d claimed so many. And then she�d found the box, or the box had found her.

    That was all secondary, however. The display in the circle, her strange words and the sudden death of all those crazies; those images kept driving through his mind. He recalled the look of calm power on her face as she�d given her speech to the woman in red, and the power that�d come from the box as she held it high.

    Her words.

    He couldn�t even remember all of them now. They were lost in the terror of that moment. But he had heard her call this the waypoint-she�d told the crazies to leave it-and that word, when examined in the light of this series of coincidences, consumed his focus.

    Elliot pushed bags of flour and cornmeal around in a cabinet, but he wasn�t paying attention to them. His mind was gathering and sifting.

    The only two people left in what felt like a very large chunk of Virginia happened to be across the street from each other. They happened to be run off the road, separated, and yet each found the same mountain town, a town so small and isolated it might not be on any but the most detailed maps. And that town was full of living, breathing, uninfected people who had somehow managed to find Elliot when he�d been some distance away, a captive of the crazies.

    It was all so much. How had he and Evajean found Nahom? Was Nahom the waypoint Evajean had spoken of? The waypoint of what?

    Elliot wished for a moment that he�d been more into that conspiracy theory stuff, piecing together explanations comprised of alien abductions, Masons, reptilian royal families, and Scientologists. If his mind had more experience doing that kind of thing-finding hidden connections-he might be able to solve this. But the simple fact was that it overwhelmed him, the disparate facts and situations blurred in his thoughts by the emotions-love, loss, terror-they were constantly buffeted by. You�re not smart enough, he thought. Clarine could have done it, she had that kind of quick mind, but you�re just not smart enough to force the fragments into a whole.

    The trouble was, because he couldn�t figure it out, Elliot was starting to distrust her. She�d told the folks of Nahom he was out there, sent them out to find him. She�d spent hours with them before he arrived, hours she might used to plan. Was it all, then, just a show for his benefit? Had she arranged this? That was crazy, he knew, but the thoughts wouldn�t go away.

    She was calling from outside, shouting to him. �Elliot!� he heard from some distance. He put down the can of pears he been turning absently in his hand and came out onto the porch. She ran toward him, waving her arms. She was smiling though, even laughing, so he waited for her to come to him.

    �Elliot,� she said when she was close enough to not have to shout, �you�re not going- It�s- God, Elliot, they have a truck! I found a truck!� She was panting, grinning, and her face flushed. �It works,� she continued, slightly calmed down, �and there�s gas. There were keys in it and I tried and it worked!�

    The dog bounded clumsily to her side, out of breath, its tongue flopping out the side of its mouth. �But how are we-� he started, but she cut him off, waving her hands in excitement.

    �That�s the best part. There�s a road. Right back there. It�s wide enough for the truck and I bet that�s what it�s for because there are tread marks. I think we can get out of here!�

    The dog barked and happily attacked her foot. Evajean giggled.
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    She was right. The truck, an ancient vehicle rubbed clean of paint, like a dust bowl relic too far east, was tucked into a wooden shack too small for anything else. A wooden door on metal slides had been pushed aside a couple of feet by Evajean, and they both had to put their full weight into it to get it the rest of the way.

    The truck had a wooden hold bolted to the flatbed, large enough to haul nearly all the supplies they�d need. Elliot whooped when he saw it, pounding his fist against the barn�s wall in excitement. They could get out of here, quickly and easily, and with everything it�d take to make it to Colorado. So long as there were gas stations or abandoned cars, their trip west would be an easy one.

    Like it started out as? his brain tried to remind him, but he pushed that aside.

    They spent until morning loading the truck, taking food and jugs of water, guns and bullets. They�d defend themselves this time, from whatever the western road might hold. The sun was over the hills when Elliot sat down in the driver�s seat and Evajean climbed in on the other side, holding the dog and still smiling. She�s using this, he thought. She�s using this terrific flash of luck to not have to deal with what had happened in the small hours of the night. But they�d have to deal with it, have to talk it through once Nahom had dropped far behind. Because that just wasn�t the kind of thing you can agree to just ignore. Not in a world as mad as this one. He�d let her do it for now, however. He couldn�t see the point of doing otherwise.

    True to her word, the truck started without issue, the engine loud and heavy, but smooth enough to prevent worry. They pulled out of the barn and took the wide dirt road as it curved out of town, following a gentle assent angled along the slope to the west of Nahom. After a mile or so, it joined with a paved road, barely a single lane in each direction, and then on to the highway. As soon as they hit that, Elliot�s breathing became easier. That hated place was so far behind now and they were safe from whatever had been left in the burning church or the caves and tunnels underneath. Evajean had fallen asleep, the dog as well, and he drove in comfortable silence. The truck didn�t have a radio, but he didn�t mind. It was enough to listen to the wind and watch the mountains go by.

    It�d had a full tank when they left and there were a few large cans of extra gasoline in the barn. These they�d loaded into the back of the truck, tucked in near the center of the supplies to keep from banging around. It was more than enough to get them through until evening and then, once they�d had a full night of rest, they�d worry about finding more.

    Small talk was all they managed for the next ten hours, Elliot driving and Evajean playing with the dog or looking out the window. He wanted to know more about what had happened to her back in Nahom, but she wasn�t ready. She didn�t tell him that, but he was aware of it, nonetheless.

    The day�s drive took them out of the mountains along I-64, through West Virginia, and into Kentucky. They would�ve made Louisville, except that the truck couldn�t do much over fifty without starting to shake. Elliot keep it at forty-five to be safe. They saw other cars occasionally-not very many, however. But the strange thing, which Evajean pointed out more than once, was that there just weren�t any people. Every car they passed was in the road or along its side, empty, doors sometimes open, but often not, windows occasionally broken but mostly whole. It was like everyone had just got out and gone somewhere, not seeing the need for transportation anymore.

    �Where do you think they went?� Evajean asked, after they�d eaten a lunch of canned meat and green beans pulled from their stores in the back of the truck. �They�re just gone.�

    Elliot, physically tired but still on a mental high from the previous night, rolled down his windows another few inches. �Could be anywhere,� he said.

    �No. I mean, where�d they all go? There�s a lot of people in the United States, Elliot. Like three-hundred million. And a lot of cars, too. And they�re just not here. When people got sick, back in Charlottesville, when they got sick they died. This didn�t vanish. Why aren�t there bodies?�

    �I�m glad there aren�t,� he said.

    �I am, too. I mean, god, can you imagine? If this whole highway was filled with them? I don�t know if I could do it, if I could make this drive.�

    �If I could make this drive�� he said, and she laughed.

    �You thought a truck this old was going to be an automatic?� she said. Then she drifted back to her original line of thought. �I guess what I mean, Elliot, is, do you think they went somewhere?�

    �Instead of dying?�

    �Yes.�

    �Like the crazies,� he said.

    �Yes.�

    �Where could they have gone?�

    �I don�t know,� Evajean said.

    �That�d be a huge crowd. To just up and leave.�

    Of course, he thought about this while they�d driven. Whenever his mind wasn�t tumbling through Evajean�s behavior and the death of the crazies, the near complete emptiness of the world was what it occupied itself with. If all the people who hadn�t died had gone crazy and if the crazies had an instinctual grouping behavior, like a school of fish or a pack of animals, then they could be anywhere. Three-hundred million was a lot, sure, but you can really pack them in if need be. Everyone could be standing in a huge clump in Oklahoma.

    But that just brought up the next question. If he accepted that most people hadn�t in fact died, but instead become like the crazies who�d attacked Nahom, why hadn�t it happened to everyone? And why, with the exception of the lone woman in the Wal-Mart, had nobody gone crazy in Charlottesville? Why was Clarine dead instead of like the woman in red?

    �Is it the hole?� Evajean said.

    �Is what the hole?� Elliot said, his attention only now returning from his own thoughts.

    �Where they went. All of them. Do you think when they took people to the hole, took the bodies, they did it because that�s where they were going anyway? The ones that didn�t die?�

    �I don�t know,� he said, �Evajean, I really don�t.�

    �I�m sorry,� she said.

    �No.� He looked over at her. �No, that�s not what I meant. It�s only that it�s been a mess these last days and I�m tired. Exhausted. You know when the last time we slept was?�

    She thought about it. �Thirty hours ago? Something like that.� She yawned, like the question had reminded her of her own weariness. �We could pull over, get some sleep.�

    �I can go a ways before that,� he said. �Driving is actually nice. I�m not being chased.�

    She smiled. �Yeah, that is something.�

    And so he drove. Another two hours, however, and his eyes were too heavy to manage, his concentration drifting. He told Evajean it was time and she was more than happy to call it quits for the day. A full night�s sleep, far from the horrors of Nahom, was the most enticing thing Elliot could imagine now. And he was so bone tired, he�d sleep without dreams, turning his mind off from the rush of questions that�d plagued it all day.

    He took the next exit off the highway that promised lodging. Right next to the interstate was a Super 8 motel, and he pulled the truck into the parking lot, stopping in front of the main office. �If there aren�t any keys,� he said, �we�ll just break the window.� Evajean nodded.

    But there were keys. The office was empty, but clean and orderly. Wherever the nation�s population had gone, they hadn�t seen the need to stop at a motel along the way. Behind the large desk was a bank of keys. Only a few of the slots were vacant. Grabbing one on the first floor, Elliot and Evajean left the office.

    Hope barked at them from the truck�s cab, but they left him inside until they�d picked through their supplies and chosen a dinner of canned beats, tuna fish, and a brick of hard cheddar. Then, the dog in tow, they opened the door to 112 and went inside.

    The room, like the office, was clean. The only sign of prior occupancy was the comforter on the bed, which had been pushed down like someone had kicked it away upon waking up.

    �That�s creepy,� Evajean said.

    Elliot flipped the light switch but the room stayed dark. �Electricity�s out.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. She pulled the curtains wide, letting in what remained of the day�s light. �I�m going to take Hope out,� she said.

    �Be careful.�

    While she was gone, Elliot opened the cans and spooned out portions on a set of plates they�d taken from one of the homes in Nahom. He cut the cheese into slices and arrayed them next to the tuna fish and beets.

    When Evajean came back, they ate, enjoying the meal more for the peaceful quiet of the surroundings than for the taste of the preserved food.
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    The dog had a can of tuna fish as well, and enjoyed it immensely.

    After they�d eaten and prepared for bed as best they could-Evajean complaining about the lack of running water-they each took one of the two twins, crawled under the covers against the September chill, and tried to go to sleep.

    But it didn�t happen, not immediately. Elliot�s mind just couldn�t shut down. It kept racing around what�d happened in the early hours of the morning, the display Evajean had put on in the circle.

    �You�re thinking about it,� she said, startling him.

    �Yeah.� His stared at the ceiling. �I am.� He didn�t think he was tossing or making any noise, but he apologized anyway. �I�m sorry, am I keeping you up?�

    �Oh, no,� she said. �No, it�s not you. It�s just, I can�t sleep either. Because I�m thinking about it, too.�

    �You don�t remember it.�

    �No,� she said, �I don�t. But I know what you told me and there�s this feeling in the back of my head, like I could remember if I really wanted to. Thing is, I don�t. What you told me is enough. It�s plenty. Remembering it, if what you said is true-and I believe you, it�s not that-but if what you told me is true, it�d all be too much, you know?�

    �Yes,� Elliot said.

    He heard her roll over. The dog jumped off her bed then immediately back on.

    �But I want to know if it�s going to happen again,� she said.

    Elliot was quiet.

    �I want to know if I�m going to go crazy and hurt someone. Hurt you.�

    �I won�t let you,� he said.

    �Go crazy?�

    �That, or hurt anyone. I won�t let it happen.�

    �You couldn�t stop it before,� Evajean said. �When I killed all those people.�

    Elliot rolled onto his side to face her bed. He still couldn�t see her well in the dark, just a shape, but he knew she was looking at him, too. �We don�t know what happened, back there. You might not have killed them. We don�t know. It could�ve been that thing. The box.�

    Evajean had taken it when them, in the pocket of her jacket. Elliot didn�t know where it was now but he bet it was still close by.

    He heard her sigh. �Elliot, I�m just scared. That�s all. I�m scared. It�s like things aren�t the way they�re supposed to be.� He started to respond but she cut him off. �I�m not talking about everyone being dead, being gone. What I mean is there�s things happening that don�t make any sense. Like what we saw in the cave, those shapes around Jeffry and everyone else. And what you say happened after we escaped. It�s not natural, Elliot. It�s not what we know how to, I guess, how to make sense of.�

    �I know,� Elliot said.

    �What do you think it is?� she asked.

    �I�ve been trying to figure that out. And I don�t have any answers, not even good guesses. But I have questions and I�ve been thinking, if we have enough questions and they�re all related, they�re all good questions, then maybe they�ll fit together and we�ll have to get some answers. It�s kind of like how you can solve a crossword by seeing how all the blanks line up.�

    �Have you solved any of it?�

    �No. But there�s- I don�t know if this makes any sense, but there�s something it�s like I�m feeling around the edges of. I can�t see it and can�t see all the edges, but it�s there. I know it�s there. That�s what I�ve been thinking about. What I thought about a whole lot today.�

    �What is it?�

    Elliot pushed himself up and sat against the headboard. It was odd talking like this, without a light, without being able to see each other, but there wasn�t anything he could do about it.

    �Remember when I told you you said something about a waypoint?� he said. �When you were talking to the crazies?�

    �I don�t know. I think so.�

    �Well, that�s what really got me thinking. Because it seems like we�ve run into too many coincidences. Too many times where nothing should have happened, but it did. Like us being across the street from each other. How much of Charlottesville did we drive through? How much had we each seen before we even met, when you came over for the steak?�

    �A lot, I suppose.�

    �A lot. Right. Not most of it, but a good portion. And there was no one else, Evajean. Nobody. We were it. Which is fine. In and of itself, it�s fine, because if the sickness killed almost everybody, that still means it didn�t kill somebody. But the thing is, why did two lucky somebodies have to live right across the street from each other?�

    �I don�t know.� She sounded tired, but Elliot was excited now and so kept going.

    �I don�t know, either. But the chances aren�t good. And it doesn�t end there. We found each other, sure, and then we found that crazy in Wal-Mart. She�s explainable because she was locked in there and we didn�t check other houses, other buildings, so there might�ve been more people like her. What really gets me, though, is the kid in the road. The one we almost hit and then went down the hill. Because it was hitting him that wrecked the truck and that�s what got us to Nahom. What you called the �waypoint.� Think about it, Evajean. How big are the Appalachian mountains in Virginia. Big. And a town of a hundred people? Stuck somewhere in all that forest? Really, what are the chance�s we�d find that? That we�d wreck the truck close enough to it that we both found it?�

    �It�s not likely, Elliot.� Her voice was still sleepy. �What I don�t get�� She trailed off, quite for a moment, then she came back. �It�s just, all the stuff that happened to me there-to us there-is so, I don�t know, crazy, and what�s the point of worrying about the town? We found it. I want to know what happened there.�

    �Evajean, it�s all related,� Elliot said. �I think there�s something going on and I think we�re part of it. You�re part of it for sure because of what happened and because of that box, but I�m in it, too. You know what I think? What I really think? I think we were meant to find Nahom.�

    �Elliot-�

    �No- No, hear me out. You said it yourself, in that circle. You said they need to leave this waypoint. Waypoints, Evajean, they�re planned. It�s not like you wander around for a while, when you�re out hiking, and you don�t know where you�re going, and then you stop and say, �Hey, here�s the waypoint.� No, you make note of your waypoints before you head out. I think our trip was planned and I think Nahom was part of it.�

    �Who planned it?� she asked, but her voice was faint and Elliot knew she was drifting off, that she wasn�t paying all that much attention anymore.

    �I don�t know,� he said. �That�s the thing I�m feeling around the edges of. If I could figure that out, if I knew who planned it, then I bet we�d have all the answers we need. Not just about why we ended up in Nahom or why us two neighbors survived when everyone else died. We�d know all of it. And-and this is just a guess but all of this is just guesses, anyway-I�d be willing to bet everything I have, everything in that truck out there, that when we do find it out, the hole will be part of it.�

    Evajean coughed softly and rolled over. She�d fallen asleep. Elliot lay awake for another hour, mulling the thoughts over and failing to make any more sense of it.

    When he woke up, it was still dark. But not entirely. From outside, through the closed curtains, dim lights moved.

    Elliot jumped up and shook Evajean. The dog barked once and stretched. �Evajean. Wake up. I think someone�s outside.�

    �Wha-� She blinked rapidly.

    �There�s someone out there. Look.�

    Then she did come awake. �What is that?� she asked, her voice tense.

    �I don�t know,� he said. �Stay here.� He crept around the bed and over to the windows. Staying low, he peaked out over the sill. People were gathered outside, some with flashlights, and these caused the shifting illumination on the curtains. He couldn�t tell how many they were but the crowd was at least thirty strong. They stood in wide arc across the parking lot, facing in at the hotel room. And from the way they stared forward and how their mouths moved as the flashlights they waved passed across their faces, he knew they were the crazies.

    �Shit,� he said and sat down, his back against the thin strip of wall under the window.

    �Who�s out there?� Evajean said.

    �It�s them,� he said. �They found us.�

    �Who? Jeffry?�

    �No. Not Jeffry. It�s the crazies.�

    The light through the curtains was bright enough that he was able to see her sit up straight and pull the blankets close.

    �How�d they find us?� she said. Her voice was tight, a whisper. �Is it the same ones? From back-�

    �I don�t think so. It�s dark, but I didn�t recognize any. But they�re the crazies, I�m sure of that.�

    �What are we going to do? Are they by the truck?�

    Elliot looked out again. �Kind of,� he said. �They�re surrounding us and they�re close enough to the truck.�

    �We�re trapped.�

    �Maybe,� he said, working his way back over toward the beds. �But what are they waiting for? They�re just standing out there.�

    �They�re not trying to get in?�

    �They�re just standing there. Looking at our room.�

    �I don�t understand,� she said.
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    �Did we bring the guns in?�

    �No,� Evajean said.

    �We left them in the truck?�

    �I think so.�

    �God dammit!� He pulled open the little cabinet built into the nightstand, the doors smacking against the bed frames, and felt around inside. All he got was a bible and a plasticky folder, probably of local ads and emergency contact numbers. Elliot stood up.

    �What are you looking for?� Evajean asked, still sitting with the blanket held held up by her neck.

    �I don�t know,� he said. �Something.�

    �What?�

    �Something. Evajean, we�re going to have to fight. They�re not going to leave us alone.�

    �I have the box,� she said.

    He stopped, and turned back to look at her. He couldn�t see her face, not even in the crazies� lights, but he knew if he could, she�d look sick and worried. It was in her voice.

    �I could use it,� she said.

    �Do you know how?�

    There was a moment of silence and then she said, �No.�

    �Then we can�t use it.�

    �I didn�t know how before. Back in Nahom, I didn�t know how to use it then.�

    �Can you do it again?�

    She put down the blanket and twisted, dropping her feet to the ground. �I don�t know.�

    �Okay,� Elliot said. �Okay, then we can�t count on it. You can try, but we have to have another way, too. Is there a window back there? In the bathroom? We could climb out.�

    He jogged around the foot of the bed and into the tiny bathroom. With his body in the doorway, however, the light from the crazies was blocked entirely and he couldn�t see any more than vague shapes. He ducked down, trying to let some of it in, trying to let it reflect off glass.

    It did. Over the sink, to the left of the mirror and nearly six feet up the wall was a small window, a foot and a half square. He felt along it for bars and found none, just two wooden strips, perpendicular, dividing it into quarters.

    �They�re not doing anything,� Evajean said, and he turned back to see her out of bed and crouched on the floor below the room�s front window. She had her arms out, elbows on the sill, chin on her hands.

    �Evajean, get down,� he said, and she lowered herself to the carpet, letting the curtains fall closed. �There�s another window back here,� he continued.

    �Can we get out?�

    �I don�t know,� he said. Then, �I don�t think so. I think it�s too small.�

    �For you? Or too small for me, too?�

    �Both,� he said. �For me, definitely. For you, I don�t know. Maybe.�

    She came to him, staying low and when she was in the bathroom he guided her to the window. She measured it with her hands and said, �I can try. I think I might fit.�

    �And then what? When you get out?�

    She stared at him. �I have no idea,� she said.

    They heard the dog yawn from the bed and Elliot leaned against the sink. �We might have to use the box,� he said.

    �But-�

    �What else can we do, Evajean? I don�t think they�re going to leave.�

    �They might.�

    He left that unchallenged.

    �They�re not coming in,� she said. �They�re just standing there. Maybe they�ll go away when it gets light out.�

    Elliot didn�t think the chance of that were good. The crazies had been stubborn in their pursuit of him before and there wasn�t any reason for them to change now. Yes, the woman in red didn�t appear to be leading them this time, but crazies were crazies. Sitting around in the hotel room, hoping they�d get board and wander off, wasn�t a plan he was willing to risk.

    �Try the box,� he said. �Go out near the window, hold it up like before, and, I guess, concentrate. You did it once. Concentrate on making them leave or killing them.�

    Evajean went back into the main room. Elliot stayed in the bathroom, watching her from the doorway. She picked up her jacket from the floor and pulled the golden box out of the pocket. The box reflected the light from the crazies, glints flashing on Evajean�s face. She turned it over in her hands, staring at it. He wanted to tell her to do something now, to hold it up and just try, because that was all there was left for them to do. But he didn�t. He couldn�t force her.

    Slowly, like it was a bowling ball and not a tiny metal box, Evajean brought the box up until it was over her head and her arms were straight. It seemed to absorb the light now and glowed with a faint yellow aura. Evajean stood like that for a minute before her hands and the box started to shake, then sway, and then fall to her sides, the artifact clutched in her left palm.

    �I can�t,� she said, still looking toward the room�s front window. �There�s nothing there. It�s just a box.�

    �It�s okay,� he said, but it wasn�t. Evajean could squirm through the window and, if she didn�t make enough doing it and if the crazies weren�t watching the back of the hotel, she�d manage to get away. But then where would she go? And what would he do?

    Evajean was back at the window, standing this time, leaning through the split in the curtains. Elliot was taking a step toward her, ready to shout at her to get down, when she said, �I think we can make it.�

    He stopped. �Make it where?�

    �To the truck,� she said. �If we run. We didn�t lock it. We could jump in and lock the doors and then run them over if we need to.�

    �Your serious.�

    �I think we can. It�s not very far. I mean, it�s right there, Elliot. Seven feet away. Eight, maybe. And they�re-�

    �Farther than that,� he said. It made sense. And it beat sitting in the room, waiting for the crazies to make the first move. �Okay. I�ll get the dog. We get dressed, put the box in your jacket, and we leave everything else. If we�re going to do it, we can�t be slowed down with our hands full of stuff.�

    �I really think we can, Elliot.�

    �I know,� he said. �Let�s do it, then.�

    He pulled on his jeans, socks, and boots. Evajean had only her shoes to put back on. That done, Elliot picked up Hope. He kicked, but Elliot only adjusted his grip tighter until he quit.

    They stood by the room�s door, Elliot with one hand on the knob, the other on the latch for the deadbolt. �Ready?� he said.

    Evajean exhaled. �Yes.�

    �Okay,� he said. �When I open this door, run. Go straight to the passenger side and get in. Lock your door.�

    She nodded.

    �Good,� Elliot said. �I�m going to open it now.� He turned the deadbolt. The lock slid easily, clicking open. He pulled in a large breath and let it out. This is it, he thought. You�re going to do this and it�s going to work. �Okay,� he whispered to himself. �Okay.�

    And twisted the knob.
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    He swung the door open, jumping out of its way, and then was running. He could hear Evajean behind him, her sneakers slapping the concrete. The truck was right there, parked just to the left of their room, between the white lines. But the crazies were right there as well and, as soon as the hotel room door opened and the light from the flashlights swept across Elliot and Evajean�s faces, they came forward, stumbling over each other, reaching out-and babbling in their odd language, the noise in deafening layers.

    Evajean got to her side as he was still rounding the front of the truck. She yanked at the door and then screamed at him. �It�s locked!� She pulled harder, rocking forward and back, and Elliot could only ignore her, could only focus on getting to his side, getting into the truck.

    His door was open. The latch gave a terrific pop as he pulled the handle and then he was inside, yanking the door shut, dropping Hope and leasing across the cab to pull at the lock on Evajean�s side. His fingers slipped on the metal stud, however, and through the window, behind her, he could see the crazies approaching, not more than ten feet-three or four paces-away. He felt sick and his head hummed and, somewhere beneath his feet, Hope howled.

    No, he thought. No, this isn�t how it�s supposed to be. He focused. And, just as the first crazy-a fat man in his forties, disheveled hair held in random spikes by the remnants of styling gel-reached out a hand for Evajean, reached out a hand that was so close he was sure she could feel it, he got the grip he needed on the metal and pulled. It snapped up. Evajean yanked again on the door and it came open. She climbed inside just as the fat man�s fingers slid across the back of her jacket.

    But then the door was closed and locked again and they both sat, too stunned for anything else, as the crazies closed in around the truck. When a palm smacked against his window, however, Elliot came out of it and jammed the key into the ignition and turned. The engine sputtered and came to life, its satisfied roar driving the crazies back a step. Elliot shoved the stick into reverse, put his foot on the gas, and heard a pained yelp.

    Hope was under there, cowering beneath the pedals. �Get out!� he shouted, but the dog only pulled back further. The crazies had come forward again and the truck shifted as two climbed onto the back. Elliot reached down, his face mashed into the steering wheel, and groped around for the dog. He felt fur, grabbed, and pulled. Hope screamed at him and bit his hand, but he didn�t let go and hauled the animal out, throwing it behind Evajean�s seat.

    Evajean was looking out the back of the truck, watching as the crazies shoved supplies out and into the parking lot as they crawled across to get at the rearview window.

    The pedals now free, Elliot slammed down the gas and the truck jumped backwards. One of the crazies on board fell off but the other held on to a drum of gasoline and maintained his place. �Go!� Evajean shouted at him. �Go!�

    A week ago, Elliot couldn�t have called himself a killer. Aside from a brief fight in middle school, when another kid had shoved him in the locker room mostly to see what would happen, Elliot hadn�t hurt anyone. At the moment he pulled the truck back out of its parking space, his body count was two: the woman in Wal-Mart and the little boy in the road above Nahom. The former had been a panicked moment of self-defense, however, and the latter an accident, an inability to swerve out of the way in time. Now the murder was slow and the number unguessable.

    The back tire of the truck thumped twice: up and onto a crazy and then back down to the pavement. They did it again. And again. He backed the truck up in a wide arc and countless crazies were crushed in its sweep. His mind was too occupied to contemplate this now, but it surely would later.

    Evajean had her hands pressed into the dash and she squeaked each time the truck�s tires made another thump. The dog whimpered from behind her seat. Crazies punched at the windows and one threw a flashlight, cracking the windshield in a long, horizontal line at Elliot�s eye level.

    He pushed the stick into first gear and drove over three crazies who were trying to get up onto the truck�s hood. The back left tire stuck and then spun. He let off the gas and then pumped it slowly until the wheel came free. �Oh, God,� Evajean repeated over and over, whispering it to herself.

    Then they were back out on the road and heading to the highway, with one crazy clawing up the truck�s front grille and three more in the back, trying to get to the rear window. Elliot swerved, trying to throw them off, but all four hung on and Evajean kept saying �Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.� He could crush the one on the front if he needed to, just drive the truck into a wall at low speed. But the three on the back had stuff to hang on to. Even if he could get the truck up to fifty or sixty miles per hour, they�d just stay back there, like kids in the bed of a pickup. He was pretty sure they wouldn�t be able to get into the cab. The back window was small, only six inches high. Breaking it would allow them to reach inside at most. What concerned him more was the threat to their supplies. If the crazies got mad enough, they might start tossing the food and guns and gasoline off the truck, ruing this second chance he and Evajean had been given.

    Elliot accelerated as the crazy in front pulled himself onto the hood.
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    Evajean screamed something, but he didn�t hear her. He couldn�t figure out what to do, couldn�t think of any way to get these damn crazies off the truck. So he drove. He kept his foot pressed all the way down on the gas, the truck accelerating, its frame shaking as it passed forty miles per hour. The crazy on the front slipped back onto the grille, its hands flailing out across the truck�s rusted hood, finding no purchase. It didn�t come all the way off, however. Elliot could still see the top of its head rising just beyond the broken metal lump where a hood ornament used to be.


    Up ahead, a road sign told him to get in the right lane for the freeway. To the left, a side road ran into a collection of warehouses and large, fenced in parking lots full of tractors, buses, and other industrial vehicles. Elliot looked at the crazy on the front and, through the rearview mirror, the two on the back. He was out of options, really, and there was only one thing left he could think of to do. Yanking the wheel, hoping to dislodge at least one of their unwanted passengers, he took the turn to the left, into the industrial park. This is stupid, he told himself. Easily the dumbest move you�ve made in a long time. But what choice did he have?

    �I want you to get ready to run,� he said to Evajean as he slowed around a curve leading to a collection of large and dark warehouse buildings, surrounded on all sides by stacked shipping containers and palettes of lumber.

    �Run?� Her voice was weak and out of breath.

    �Get ready to. When I stop.�

    She spun to face him and Elliot accelerated again, relieved to see the gate to the complex was open. �You�re stopping?� she snapped at him. �Why are we stopping?�

    �Just get ready.� He leaned forward, over the dash, scanning for a good place. There, a hundred yards ahead, along the barbed wire topped fence, was a pile of massive metal shipping crates, tumbled over and laying in a mound twenty feet high. The smashed remains of other items, wooden palettes and and a crushed tractor, spread out from underneath. He turned the truck in that direction.

    �What are you doing?� Evajean shouted at him, but he ignored her. She pulled Hope close to her chest.

    �Get ready,� he said. �Take off your seatbelt.�

    She nodded, confused, and did as he asked. Elliot, without taking his eyes off the pile, let the truck begin to slow, and unbuckled his own. The crazy in front had pulled itself all the way back up and clawed its fingers into the gap between the back of the hood and the windshield. It yanked forward and its face had just touched the glass when Elliot rammed his foot down on the break.

    �Now!� he yelled and, as soon as their forward motion ceased, he pulled open his door and sprinted away from the truck, into the obscuring tangle of broken plywood. Only when he felt a safe distance away did he look back for Evajean.

    She was ten paces behind him, running full out, the dog barking from inside the flap of her jacket. �Run!� he called to her and when she was close, he began moving again as well. They dashed around the pile, not glancing back, not seeing if the crazies had managed to follow.

    �Where are we going?� Evajean asked, panting.

    �Away. We�re going to hide.�

    �So they-�

    �Hide until it�s dark or they wander off. Until we can get back to the truck.�

    �They�re not following us,� she said.

    Elliot looked back, slowing his sprint to a jog. She was right. Through the breaks in the wood pile, he could see the truck. The crazies were still there, though the one on the front had climbed into the back to join the others. Elliot stopped running and stared. �What are they doing?� he said.

    �I think they�re waiting,� Evajean said. �For us to come back to the truck.�

    �I don�t think they�ll stay.�

    Evajean reached into her jacket, took out the dog, who twisted and nipped at her, and stuffed it back inside. She stared at Elliot.

    �They�ll come look for us,� he said.

    �And we�ll hide.�

    �Yes.� He looked around. They were near the side of one of the warehouses, corrugated aluminum rising two stories above them. A little way down was the square protrusion of an entrance. �There,� he said. �Let�s see if we can get inside.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. �Okay.�

    They stayed close to the wall as they approached the door, staying low. The moon was bright enough that they could see their shadows.

    �What if it�s locked?� she asked, when they were half way there.

    �We find somewhere else. We get further away from here. When it�s morning, we go back to the truck and try to hurt them if we need to.� He thought of the woman in Wal-Mart, of the rage he�d felt as he drove the mannequin arm into her, over and over. He could do it again. If he had to, he could kill all three of them.

    The door was, astonishingly, unlocked. Standing open a few inches, it creaked as he pushed it the rest of the way. Evajean hissed in breath at the sound and they both waited, frozen, listening for the crazies. But there was nothing and so they squeezed through the opening, not risking pushing it further. Hope panted inside Evajean�s jacket, calmed.

    They were in a tiny office, though Elliot could only tell by the dark shape of a desk and the moon glint off a wall clock. Otherwise, he couldn�t make out anything. �Stay low,� he said to Evajean, �and go careful. Don�t bump into anything.�

    He moved in front, feeling out with his hands, reminded of their flight through the caves. His fingers brushed a mesh trash can and the plastic base of a office chair. There had to be another door at the back of the room, one that lead into the warehouse proper. Once in there, they�d find a spot as far from this entrance as possible, so they�d have the most time to react if the crazies discovered their hiding place.
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    �There,� Evajean said.

    �What?�

    �Over there. I think there�s a door.�

    Elliot looked. A rectangle of bluish grey hung in the middle of a large blank of deep grey. An open door.

    �I�ll go first,� he said.

    �Okay,� Evajean said.

    He worked his way over there, continuing to go slow, feeling for anything that�d make a lot of noise if they ran into it. It was weird that the crazies had stayed at the truck instead of chasing them, but he�d given up on their motivation. Instead, Elliot took it as a lucky break and nothing more and reminded himself that the crazies might have realized their mistake, might be coming after him and Evajean right now. So he went slow and Evajean did the same.

    It was a door, opened outward, and as he reached it he felt a change in the air, knew it lead to the heart of the massive warehouse. That was where they�d hunker down and wait.

    �We�ll go to the other side, away from here,� he whispered back to Evajean. He heard her exhale. �Ready?� he asked.

    �Uh huh.�

    The floor was concrete and cold, and hurt his knees. He stood up and walked straight across from the office door. Soon, his finger tips punched into thick plastic wrap: a pallet of cardboard boxes, wrapped for shipping. He sidestepped to the right, keeping his hands out, and when he found the edge of the pallet, continued forward again. They walked for some distance along this corridor between the stacks, Elliot still leading, Evajean still a pace or two behind.

    Then there was corrugated metal and they had reached the far wall. Elliot put his ear to it and heard nothing but his own breathing and Evajean shuffling her feet.

    �It�s cold,� she said.

    �It�ll warm up,� he said. �When the sun comes up.�

    �How long are we going to stay?�

    �As long as we need to. Until it�s dark again.�

    Evajean put her head near the wall and listened. �That�s all day,� she said.

    �If that�s what it is.� He began walking again, turning right along the wall. �This way,� he said. �Let�s find a spot, maybe between some of the pallets.�

    �We�re going to stay here all day?�

    �I don�t know. If we have to.�

    �Hope�s asleep,� she said and he could tell she was annoyed. She didn�t like this plan and he had to admit, as he found another corridor and turned into it, that he was starting to feel a little stupid for leading them into the situation in the first place. Did he really expect them to just sit here for ten or twelve hours? With no food and no water? It might be better to just go back out there and fight.

    �We�ll stay for a while,� he said, revising. �Just long enough that maybe they�ll have started looking for us. I want them away from the truck when we go back. It�s three of them and only two of us.�

    �I know,� Evajean said.

    Ready to ad lib more as needed, they pressed themselves into a narrow opening between two of the stacks of boxes and sat down. They were both silent for several minutes. The dog began to snore.

    �Tell me about you,� Evajean said. The tone of annoyance was gone.

    �Me?�

    �We�ve been traveling- God, has it only been a few days? But, anyway, we�re doing this trip, it feels like to the bitter end, and I don�t know anything about you. Except that you had a wife and had a daughter and you moved to Virginia, what was it, a couple of years ago?�

    �Three,� he said. �It was three years ago this November.�

    She nodded. �So tell me about yourself, Elliot Bishop. We�ve got a while sitting her ahead of us, there�s no way I�m going to sleep, and I want to know it all.�

    So he did. He told her about graduating from college with a degree in art history because he didn�t know what else to take at the time. The degree had been a bust, art historians not eagerly sought to fill job openings, but he�d got Clarine out of the deal. They�d met his junior year, while he was working part time, late night door duty at one of the dorms, and she was a freshman.

    �She was locked out. Left her key in her room,� he said. �She pounded on the door, something like one in the morning, and I let her in. And you know how someone can just glow? You see them and there�s this light? It was like that with Clarine. She glowed. So I let her in-�

    ��So� you let her in?� Evajean said. �You mean you wouldn�t have if it weren�t for that glow?�

    Elliot laughed, then winced and brought his voice back down to a whisper. �You know what I mean,� he said. �It had been raining and, well, girls always look so good like that.�

    This time Evajean laughed. �I�ve been told,� she said.

    �Since she didn�t have her key,� Elliot continued, �I had to let her into her room. And on the way over, we chatted and when we finally got there and she was about to go in, I asked her out. We went out that weekend and that was it. I was hooked.�

    Evajean sighed. �Love,� she said.

    �Yeah,� Elliot said.

    �And you got married.�

    �After Clarine graduated. She wanted to wait, wanted to have school out of the way before starting her new life.�

    �What was school for her? You were art history��

    �Psychology. I don�t know why. I never really figured that one out, but she studied it obsessively for four years, graduated, and never touched the stuff again. We had Callie and I started the business with my brother, the landscaping, and that went well for a while, with Clarine staying home and me working. We lived okay.�

    �Why�d you move?�

    �Not sure. It was Clarine�s idea. One day, we were having breakfast at IHOP, and she said, �Let�s move.� And she talked me into it. It took a while, but she did.�

    �Why Virginia?�

    �That�s what she wanted. Said it was a nice place, that she�d visited as a girl. They�d rent a cabin in the summers and she loved it. I found a job with another landscaping business, we packed everything up, and then we were in Charlottesville.� He leaned back against tight plastic wrapped around the pallet. �And that�s it. We live there until- We were in Charlottesville when this all started.� Elliot tapped Evajean on the arm. �Now it�s your turn.�
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    �Oh, there�s not a lot to tell,� she said.

    �Like I-�

    �I didn�t go to college,� Evajean said. �I wanted to, because I had an older brother and he didn�t, neither did my parents. First in the family would�ve been nice.�

    �Why didn�t you?�

    �Things come up, you know? I was ready to, I�d done well in high school, and then my brother, Harley- Can you believe that name? Harley? My mother, she always said it sounded nice, that they wanted to give him a nice name, but I think, until she died, that she was sort of embarrassed by it. Like it made her look bad to have picked such a silly name. And my dad, well, he was one of those guys who lets the woman run things. A hold out for those days when the men brought home the bacon and the wife managed everything in the house, everything about the children.�

    �Your brother�?�

    �Oh, him. Yeah, Harley was in the army and he was over there in the gulf war. The first one. Drove a tank. And he got shot. It wasn�t that he was going to die, but it was pretty bad and they had to send him home. Mom and dad were getting old and with mom not working, it was tough with the bills. The army paid some of it, but they had to feed him and take care of him and it was too much for just my mom to handle. If Harley could�ve worked, he would�ve. He�d joined the army because he wanted to be, I guess, he�d call it �self-sufficient.� He wanted to support himself.�

    �That�s tough,� Elliot said.

    �Yeah. And so there wasn�t any way I could go away to college and leave them all like that. I got a job at a bank as a teller, and that�s where I met Henry. He was a teller, too. Started a month after I did. We�d get windows next to each other and we�d chat when things were slow. He was one of those guys you could tell were going to do something big someday. He was only at the bank while he figured out what that was.�

    Evajean scratched the dog�s back. Hope stood up in her lap, wavered, and fell down, exhaling loud and long.

    �Is that when you two��

    �Got together? Yeah, the chatting lead to dating and then we were living together. This was in California. And when we got married, we discussed moving, starting new somewhere else. Harley was doing better, he was working, and my father had retired. They were all doing fine off social security, so moving was a good idea. Henry had some family in Virginia, an aunt, and so that ended up being pretty much our top choice. We came out here, I got another bank job, and he started his internet stuff.�

    �That�s random,� Elliot said.

    �From bank to internet? Yeah, I suppose. But he�d been studying the stuff for a while and it was easy to find work in it. So that�s what we were doing when all this started. I was at the bank and he spent his time earning money from an office in he basement.� She shifted her leg out from underneath herself and settled into a new position on the floor. �It was good,� she said.

    �It�s weird,� Elliot said.

    �What is?�

    �This. Your story, my story. They�re so normal. We�re normal people and we�ve done normal things. Nothing fancy and extravagant. So why us? Why are we still here?�

    �That�s not what you�re really asking,� Evajean said.

    �What do you mean?�

    �That�s not what you�re asking. What you really want to know-and I mean, come on, Elliot, I want to know, too-what you want to know is why someone like me, how someone like me who�s so normal, so really boring, would end up doing what I did back there.�

    �Yeah,� he said.

    �Yeah,� she said.

    �I just think- I just wonder why us? Why you? Is it random? We already talked about this, kind of, but it doesn�t feel random. And if it�s not random, wouldn�t you think it�d be people more, I don�t know, more exciting than us?�

    �No,� she said. �No, I think it�d be someone exactly like us, because I don�t know what it is. I wasn�t there for what happened to me, you remember? I didn�t see it like you did. So when you say �it� and you wonder it�s us, I really know how to answer that. Why does anything have to be different than it is?�

    �It doesn�t-�

    �Because, Elliot, there are crazies out there and we�re hiding here in the dark and I�m just glad it was us, because I got my dog, and I�m alive. That�s more than I can say for, well, for most other people.�

    Elliot didn�t know why she was doing this. He�d just been talking and they�d had a conversation like this before. She�d seemed interested then. He couldn�t nail her down, couldn�t figure out what here angle was on all this. Of course, she was scared-he was, too-and that could explain a lot.

    �I�m sorry,� he said, though, again, he didn�t quite know what he was sorry for.

    �Do you think they can hear us?� she said. �Should we stop talking?�

    �Okay,� he said. �I don�t think they can hear us, not through this, but, yeah, we should probably stop.�

    And so they did, and for the next hour or two, Evajean pet Hope and Elliot let his mind trip through snapshots of better days, building montages of Callie and Clarine and what it was like to be simply happy. He needed to go to the bathroom and his stomach made noises a couple of times, but he buried that in these pictures from his past.

    It was during memories from Callie�s forth birthday party-when his daughter had very nearly set her shirt on fire by reaching across the cake to grab a plastic Barbie standing in the frosting and he and Clarine had yelled and made sure she was okay and then laughed-when, from across the warehouse, the metal wall thumped and shuddered.

    Hope barked and Evajean said, �Jesus!� Elliot jumped up and almost slipped on the smooth concrete. He stood there, not moving, barely breathing, and next to him Evajean whispered to the dog, calming it. Were they inside? Elliot wondered. Was that thump from inside the warehouse?

    Then a sound came from the office. Elliot knew it and immediately imagined the scene that caused it. The crazies were dragging furniture across the floor.
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    Evajean said, �Is that-�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said. �That�s them.� He pushed off the boxes behind him and walked out into the corridor that lead toward the front of the warehouse. �Wait here,� he said.

    �What are you doing?� This was whispered, forced, like she didn�t want to ask, but couldn�t stand not knowing.

    �I�m going to go see. It�s- If we have to run, I want to know what our chances are.�

    He left her and walked. He could hear her breathing, and then talking to Hope. Elliot couldn�t make out words, but knew Evajean was trying to comfort herself by way of the dog.

    What was he doing? Passing boxes, hands sweeping from front to sides, he made his way, between the rows of pallets, toward the office. He knew Evajean was back there, wanting to call out to him and tell him to stop, to not be so stupid, but she was too scared to make the noise.

    When he was closer, he could hear them talking to each other. It was that same language and he wished to hell he could understand it. Still, from the tone he could tell they weren�t arguing-they were planning. Elliot crouched low next to the boxes. It was too dark to be sure, but he figured he was twenty feet from the door to the office.

    And then lights came on. That door, once just a grey square, burst into yellow light. Elliot flinched away from it, then darted back behind some of the boxes. Where�d they get lights? Then he remembered the ones he�d left in the back of the truck. The crazies had stolen his flashlight.

    He didn�t think they�d seen him-he hadn�t seen them-but he held his breath anyway, waiting for the sounds of pursuit. Right, he thought. Okay. There are three of them-unless more have shown up-and two of us. That�s not terrible odds, not in the dark, not with the element of surprise. Except he couldn�t count on Evajean being much of a fighter. And chances were good the damn dog would make noise and give them away long before they were close enough to strike. The crazies had found them, though, and he needed to do something.

    He started back to Evajean, this time down a corridor not in line with the office. He didn�t want them to see him from the doorway. They were still talking as he moved away and eventually he was far enough he couldn�t hear the crazies anymore.

    Evajean heard him coming. She whispered, scared, �Elliot? Is that you?� He stayed quite until he was a little closer-and a little further from the office-but used her voice as guidance. Then he answered her and Evajean told him how relieved she was, how terrifying it had been not knowing where he�d gone or if the crazies had found him. What she wanted to know, though, what she pressed him on what whether he had a plan for getting out of this.

    �Maybe,� he said, leaning close and keeping his voice down. �If we go along this wall and then along the far one, we can come up on the office from the side.�

    �What about other ways out?�

    He shook his head, but knew she couldn�t see the gesture. �There might be, but they�re gonna be those big cargo doors, the ones the trucks pull up to. Opening those, even if we can figure out how in the dark, is going to tell them exactly where we are.�

    �But they�re in the office right now. That�s what you said.�

    �They�ll come in here,� he said. �They�ll come to find us. All we have to do is wait for it and then go around them. They have flashlights, but those things won�t light up this whole warehouse. We just have to hide until they�re away from that door.�

    �And then go back to the truck.�

    �Right,� he said. �It�s just sitting there and I have the keys. I don�t know if they can drive, but I�m pretty damn sure they can�t hotwire the thing.�

    �It�s the only way out.�

    �That I can think of,� he said.

    �That I can think of either,� she said.

    �Okay. Okay, follow me. We�re going slow. And keep the dog quiet.�

    Elliot would have crawled. Evajean, with the dog in her jacket and one hand needed to keep it there, couldn�t, though, so they opted for the same low, measured pace they�d used when first exploring the warehouse. It was an exhausting process, going all the way around the perimeter of the enormous room instead of cutting straight across. The crazies-still in the office, by the sound of it-would bang around the furniture for a little while and then fall silent. He couldn�t hear them talking, but imagined that what they were doing in those quiet moments. Talking and planning how to track Evajean and him down, how to capture them and take them away. He kept thinking of the woman in the red dress, how she hadn�t been in the crowd outside the hotel, but he knew this was all somehow about her. Evajean hadn�t killed her back in Nahom, not that easily. In the dark of the warehouse, between startled moments of horrendous crashing from that occupied office, Elliot couldn�t avoid images of that crimson woman stalking him. Evajean was behind him and the weight of her presence made the images worse. He was breathing hard. Slow down, he thought. You need to be calm.

    He forced the images away and they continued. The crashing stopped again and stayed gone. They reached the corner. Elliot jammed his fingers against the metal wall as it came up in front of him and he had to bite back a curse. Right. Okay. Now we go left.

    They�d gone perhaps half way in this new direction when Evajean grabbed his shoulder. He turned, to ask her what was wrong, and he saw the lights. Away from them, toward the center of the warehouse, beams flashed between the stacks of crates.

    �They came out,� he whispered.

    She squeezed his shoulder. �Let�s go.�

    The dog shifted in her jacket and yawned. It rose to a squeaky growl and Evajean hushed it, but then the dog barked and the lights jerked and went out.

    �Shit,� Elliot said. �Shit. Move.�

    �I�m sorry,� Evajean said, but they were moving and Elliot wasn�t listening to her. He pushed forward as fast as he could but, with the lights gone, the warehouse was once again wholly dark. He had to keep his hands out, not to protect himself from the harm of running into something-because he could take the bump and resulting bruise if it meant getting the hell out of here-but to stave off the noise a collision would make. They had to get to that office and do it without any more unintended signals of their position. The crazies were smart enough, he knew, to latch on to their plan. He just didn�t know how long it would take.

    But it didn�t work out that way. Their rapid pace and Evajean�s terrified breathing alerted the puppy that something was amiss. It growled again and then began to bark.

    The flashlights came on-and moved. The crazies were running.
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    �Shut that thing up!� Elliot said. He waved his hand behind him until he found here. Grabbing her jacket, he pulled her forward. �Come on!�

    �Let go,� she hissed and jerked his hand away. But she followed him, hand on his back so they wouldn�t get separated. Hope, perhaps cued in to the stress between then, barked louder. The crazies started shouting. Elliot didn�t need to understand their language to know what they were saying: the hunt was on and all they had to do now was coordinate it.

    If there was any benefit in the situation, it was that the crazies had grabbed all the flashlights from the truck and that meant they were putting out a good amount of illumination. As they closed in on his and Evajean�s position, Elliot was able to make out the shapes of the stacks, and that meant he could run.

    We�ve got to get to the wall, he thought. Get to the wall and then behind them. The dog continued to bark and he suddenly hated himself for making them take it in the first place. Callie gone and they both had puppy dog eyes. He hadn�t thought it through and now that impulse to nurture might very well get him killed.

    �Elliot!� Evajean screamed. He looked back, slowing somewhat. The crazies were there, behind them, and coming fast. He should have noticed when the lights shifted, should�ve let that warn him, but his mind was overwhelmed and he could feel it shutting down from the trauma of these last days.

    If nothing else, though, if he could take any comfort from being found, it was that the flashlights the crazies waved as they chased after them were at their backs and illuminating nicely the path ahead. And so he could see the metal wall coming up in front of them and he knew the office door was just a few yards after the turn. They could make it.

    But the four crazies were close. The thing was, as he looked back, unable to stop himself, he lost every impression of them as actually crazy. They didn�t run oddly, and their faces, hidden in shadow, lined only by the faintest backwash from the flashlights, had the hard edges of exertion, not the distorted features of the insane. Again he had the impression of being in a foreign country and not in a world gone dead.

    As the wall came, he turned, staying close, his arm swinging back, his hand clasping Evajean�s. They could make it. �Run!� he shouted and the crazies were so close, almost close enough to touch, and if one of them threw a flashlight at his legs�

    The office door. He saw it, a blank recess in the reflective metal of the wall. He pulled and Evajean kept up. Then they were through, but with the crazies still outside, the room was completely dark. The door outside was closed, so not even moonlight came in. Knowledge of this was delayed in coming to Elliot, however, and in that delay, his knee hit the corner of a desk.

    Elliot fell, the pain wiping everything. Evajean ran past, momentarily unaware of what had happened, and stepped on his hand. His index finger snapped under the heel of her sneaker. And then he could see, because the first of the crazies had come into the office. Still on the floor, his hand and knee driving spikes of anguish through his concentration, he could only manage another imperative directed at Evajean. �Run! The car!� But that wouldn�t work, no, because he had the keys. They were in the pocket of his jeans. She could get away, out into this industrial park, but she wouldn�t get far.

    He pulled himself up just as the first crazy came within grabbing distance. Elliot lunged at the door, trying to keep the weight of his leg. He felt the arc of a flashlight�s head graze his upper back. The crazies were calling for him, pleading in their mad language.

    Evajean was at the door, the portal outside, and as he got close she pulled it open. He followed her through.

    They ran and the lights followed them. At some point Evajean dropped the dog and Elliot heard her curse, but he didn�t stop, willed her not to stop, because he knew this time the crazies were after them for keeps. Evajean had pissed them off back in Nahom-whatever she�d done had been significant beyond the obvious corpses, and the crazies didn�t forget. Yet that didn�t make any sense. He�d been most of the night and all of a day behind the wheel of the truck after they�d escaped the caves and, unless the crazies could drive (which he doubted was the case), there wasn�t any way it was the same group.

    He ran like it was, though, and Evajean didn�t go back for the dog. They�d find it again or they wouldn�t, but now the thing was to get to that door and outside. Then to the truck-and do it all without being caught.

    Behind them, it was close. Over his breathing and Evajean�s, over the slap of their shoes on the dirt, was the chattering-and then, calm and cool and not at all startling, the new pressure of a hand on his back. But Evajean was between him and the crazies and he knew the hand wasn�t hers.

    He spun, hands up-and his stomach fell. She was on the ground, the woman and one of the men standing over her. The other two crazies hit Elliot as soon as he stopped, knocking him backwards and onto the floor. He kicked out, tripping one. The other jumped over its companion and reached for him. Elliot pulled away, scrambling to his feet. He�d have to fight. There was no other choice.

    But the crazy only stood. It stared at him as the one on the ground got up. Evajean squirmed and then did the same, her terror plain in the flashlight beams.

    No one moved. They watched each other. The one in front, the one who had reached for Elliot, slowly shook its head. It leaned toward him and said, �Moroni.�

    Elliot had no idea what to make of this, but he remembered the woman in Wal-Mart telling him �more� over and over-before he beat her to death.

    �Moroni,� the crazy said again. It turned to Evajean. �Moroni.� And handed her the flashlight.
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    As they walked back to the truck, their way bright and easy from the lights the crazies had returned to them, Elliot wondered if that was it. Had the crazies chased them all this way just to tell them that one word? And what the hell did it mean?

    The crazies had simply walked off, after that one word and the gift of the lights. They�d gone out through the office door and into the night, and he and Evajean had just stood there, not talking, too stunned to discuss anything. A message he didn�t understand, one the crazies had tracked them all the way from Nahom to give. Moroni. He�d never heard it before, had no idea what it could be, but it was another piece in the puzzle of events the plague had brought. Asking Evajean about it would wait until they were back on the road, heading west to Colorado. He needed that: a goal achievable, one that made immediate sense.

    Evajean had found the dog, ducking back into the warehouse with the help of a flashlight, and emerging a few minutes later, Hope struggling under one arm. Elliot smiled at this, at the puppy�s desire to dart away yet again, unconcerned with their quest.

    And then they were back at the truck and inside, Elliot behind the wheel and Evajean settling Hope on her lap. Elliot knew he should get some sleep-he�d had maybe six hours in the last three days-but that could be put off until there was more road between them and the crazies, wherever they�d wandered off to. He could still manage a few hours of driving, at least. Evajean was a different matter, however. As he backed the truck up and turned it onto the road out of the industrial park and on to the freeway, he saw that she�d fallen asleep, her head resting against the strap of her seatbelt.

    He drove west along I-70 and his mind went back to sorting through what it knew of the mystery they�d found themselves in. We need to take the bodies away as a safety measure, the government mailings and television announcements had said. Men had come by to pick them up at first, then the call had gone out to use the curb and the trucks had come. During that time news reports spoke of the disease being limited to the North American continent, hitting rural areas and then spreading into the cities. But it was only a plague and, while the victims spoke in tongues before they died, there was no indication of the crazies he and Evajean had witnessed.

    Elliot found that fact difficult to explain. If those people were roaming-especially if they were attacking like they�d done in Nahom-you�d think that would make the evening news at the very least. Why weren�t there any reports? Perhaps the crazies had only arrived at the end, after the television broadcasts went dead, the Internet crashed, and the newspapers stopped arriving. Could they be that recent a development?

    Yet even if he could move past that, finding answers to set those questions aside, it remained unknown what he and Evajean had to do with any of it.

    Elliot rolled down the window a couple inches, letting the chill of a night breeze into the cab. The crazies had come after them. Had the attack on Nahom, and his preceding capture in the cave, been their only contact, he could write it off as horrific coincidence. But the hotel and then the brief message at the warehouse� Those spoke to a deeper connection, one made only more terrible by Evajean�s performance outside the church, and the metal box they�d found just before.

    As his mind spun over these questions in the three hours before he pulled of the road to sleep, Elliot had a brief moment of false epiphany, an idea that rang maddeningly true, but which he quickly recognized as nonsense. Couldn�t this all be explained, all the mysterious and seemingly supernatural occurrences, by his own insanity? The crazies might not be crazy after all, but the sane counterparts to Elliot�s psychotic break. But no-no that couldn�t be, because, in the same way you know when you�re dreaming and when you�re awake, Elliot knew this was all happening and his experiences of it accurate. He wasn�t mad, though a part of him wished he were.

    �Evajean,� he said, nudging her arm, �I need to quit. I have to sleep.�

    She kicked at the touch, but then turned to stare at him, still far from awake, and sighed. �Where are we?�

    �I�m going to pull over,� he said, not answering her question. With the street lights out and the truck�s own headlights dim, he hadn�t been able to make out many road signs. He didn�t know where they were. �Are you hungry?� he asked.

    She shook her head.

    �Okay,� he said. �Go back to sleep.�

    She did, and, after a few moments, so did he.

    There were no dreams, not that he remembered, and Elliot awoke to rain. The sun had come up not long before and now he looked out on a grey stretch of freeway, three empty lanes in both directions. He turned to Evajean, seeing flashes of her with the box raised over her head in Nahom, and said, �Evajean, wake up. It�s morning.�

    She shifted, rolling to the side and pushing at the seatbelt. Hope yawned in her lap.

    �What time is it?� she asked, blinking.

    �I don�t know.�

    �We stopped.�

    �I couldn�t go anymore.� He�d rolled the window back up, against the chill, before nodding off, and the windows had a thin layer of fog. He wiped at them now.

    �That�s okay,� she said. �I�m sorry I can�t help.�

    �With the driving?�

    She nodded.

    �I�ll manage,� he said. �Do you want anything to eat?�

    �No,� she said. �But I should. I guess I just- I feel sick.�

    �Yeah. Me too. I�ll see what I can find.� He climbed out and into the rain. It wasn�t heavy and felt good as he walked around to the back of the truck and dug through the bed until he�d come up a bagged loaf of bread and several apples. For Hope, he took a handful of jerky.

    The three ate and looked out across the pavement and thought about what was next.

    

    

55

    

    Twice he almost asked her about Nahom, almost pressured her to remember, but the trauma was too close and he set the questions aside. Instead, he addressed the continuing first leg of their expedition.

    �We�re still going to Colorado,� he said, when finished his second slice of bread.

    �Are you asking?�

    �No. We still are, right?�

    �Yeah. Sure. All this stuff we saw, Elliot, I don�t think it should stop us.�

    �No,� he said.

    �So yeah, we�re still going to Colorado. And then on up to Montana, was it? I�m sorry, I can�t remember. It feels like it�s been so long since we talked about this. But it�s only been-�

    �A few days.�

    �Man,� she said. �Only a few days. I�m so tired.�

    �So am I.�

    �In Colorado-and I still think I�m right about that-in Colorado, we�ll be okay. Safe. If anyone�s left there, then they�ll know what to do.�

    �What is there to do?� Elliot asked. He whispered it, to himself more than her.

    �What is there? Elliot, we�ll be safe. Whoever�s there will make us safe. That�s where they were taking everyone-�

    �Taking the dead ones.�

    �But that means something�s there.�

    �Sure,� he said.

    �What�s wrong?� She tossed an apple core out the window, where it bounced on the gravel curb. �I mean, of course tons is wrong, but what�s wrong right now?�

    �I don�t know,� he said.

    �Elliot��

    �I don�t know.�

    �Okay.� She picked up Hope and scratched his chin. The dog yawned. �We won�t go there, I guess. So,� she shimmied backwards into her seat, sitting up straight, �what�s next then, stay on this road?�

    �I think so,� Elliot said. �It was I-70 all the way. That goes through Denver.�

    �How far?�

    �I don�t know. Could be-�

    �We don�t have a map,� she said, like this was something new and distressing.

    �No.�

    �So we don�t know where we are. Have you ever made this drive?�

    Elliot shook his head. �We were in California and then we came out here. But I flew-to take care of things-and Clarine and Callie drove. You?�

    �No,� she said. �But, hey, we�ll see something we recognize eventually, right?�

    �I hope so.�

    The rain stopped then and Evajean opened her door, letting Hope dash outside. She climbed out after him. �I need to pee,� she said. She smiled at him. �You should too, you know. With those crazies maybe still out there, I don�t want to have to stop again.�

    Elliot nodded and pushed open his door. The air outside felt good: chilled and damp, but clean. He scratched the side of his face and stared out over the flat and grassy earth in what he was almost certain was north. And there, some distance away, he saw a bulge. It�s only rocks, he thought. Huge rocks. But it wasn�t, Elliot knew, because rocks wouldn�t move.

    Evajean was coming around the side of the truck, zipping her jeans. �You see that?� he said to her, pointing.

    �Where?� Then she saw and stood up stiff. �Elliot, what is that?�

    �I don�t know.�

    �It�s moving.�

    �Yeah.�

    She squinted, stepping forward. �It�s coming towards us.�

    She was right. Whatever was moving along the horizon, smooth and even, got bigger as he watched and, as it drew closer, he could see that it was turning. �Back in the truck,� he said and Evajean nodded, still staring. �Now,� he said and grabbed her arm. She pulled away from him and ran to where Hope was playing in the grass. But then the dog saw it too and, barking fiercely, ran away from them, away from the truck, and across the field. Evajean screamed its name and followed, stumbling through low shrubs.

    Elliot cursed. That thing had to be dangerous because the entire world had gone dangerous and now, as he watched the only two living beings he could count on not to attack him charge in the direction of this new and terrifying beast, he flushed with a deep hatred of everything the world had done to him. It wouldn�t stop-this vile world enjoyed every minute of it.

    �Stop!� he shouted after her. �Stop!� But she didn�t and the puppy was fast, widening the gap between them and shrinking the distance to the beast-and he could see that it was a beast because there were legs churning, driving the grey bulk forward.

    It was the size of a two bedroom bungalow. A fat, slick body pulsed and rolled over legs as thick and meticulous as an elephant�s, though at least twice as numerous. And the face� Callie had watched this show about trains, talking trains, and she�d made them buy her the merchandise on three consecutive birthdays, and now, watching this thing close the distance, he could swear the face was one of those trains. More toothy, yes, and with larger, watery eyes, but the same face nonetheless. There was no neck and no indication of an actual head-just the horrible features stamped on the front of a grotesque lump of a body, like a decal glued to a car�s hood. And Elliot knew the hate the world had for him went deeper than taking his wife and child, deeper than stripping him of the life he�d loved, and descended all the way to pounding on the fragile walls of his mind.

    The crazies he could understand in their pseudo-humanity, and even the fireworks from Evajean back in that mad town. These last were, at the very least, the actions of a woman he knew. This thing, however, which stumbled and churned through the grass and rain, was unfathomable.

    So he didn�t bother trying. Instead, he ran after Evajean and kept his head down, not looking at the thing. It was just another threat, like the crazies, and as long as he thought of it that way, his mind would let him through this.
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    The creature was a hundred yards away when Elliot caught up to Evajean. She shouted Hope�s name while running after him, bent low low to scoop him up if he got within distance. Again Elliot called for her to stop, but Evajean had become attached to the animal-and focusing on it meant not having to look up at the beast.

    He grabbed her and pulled back at just the time she caught hold of Hope�s tail. The dog barked in pain as Evajean hauled it up and Elliot was surprised to hear it, realizing with some fascination that the creature was charging them without sound. It�s feet thudded into the grass, yes, but it wasn�t howling or roaring or snarling. It was simply looking at the two of them as it ran.

    �Truck!� he shouted at Evajean and turned, yanking her, not looking for a response. But she ran with him, the creature close behind. He could smell it now, a shark sourness like old sweat and urine. This is it, his mind screamed. I�ve gone mad. I�m done.

    Evajean pulled in front of him, faster than he could move. The truck couldn�t be this far away, could it? Why was it taking so goddamn long to get there? He pushed himself and then made the mistake of looking back. The best was close, only a dozen yards away at most, and now he could see that its grey skin wasn�t just slick but oozed, clear liquid spilling out of circular rises in the flesh like tiny volcanoes. He wanted to vomit.

    The truck was there suddenly, right in front of them. He fumbled in his pocket for the keys, still running, and found them. Behind him, the creature hissed, a sound like a phlegmy cat. The dog barked so rapidly in Evajean�s arms that it sounded like a single long and excruciating call for help.

    Then they were inside the vehicle, somehow with the creature not yet upon them. Elliot shoved the key in, turned it, and gunned the engine. The monstrous thing stopped at this, rearing back, its front four legs coming off the ground and kicking. Elliot jerked his foot down on the gas and twisted the wheel, forcing the truck out onto pavement.

    They�d only made it up to twenty five miles per hour when the creature recovered from its fright or confusion and started after them again. Lowering its head, it shifted its gait into something smoother, closer to a gallop-though the legs along its length undulated like a caterpillar�s.

    As the truck accelerated, so did the monster, keeping pace and always remaining a few car lengths behind. Evajean was twisted around in her seat, staring out the back, while Hope barked madly from under her seat. Elliot watched their pursuer in the rearview mirror, fiercely thankful that the highway was clear of abandoned vehicles.

    The creature opened it�s mouth and, from within the ring of teeth, pushed out its pink and tubular tongue. Its color looked almost human. �Make it go faster,� Evajean said, her voice only just loud enough to be audible over the truck�s engine.

    The beast surged forward and its tongue slapped the rear of the truck, which shook heavily on its stuff suspension, tossing Elliot and Evajean against their seat belts. The dog barked furiously from under the seat and tried to climb to the back window. Elliot pushed down harder with his foot, but the pedal was already on the floor.

    The creature�s tongue hit them again and through the mirror Elliot saw a box tumble out of the bed. Again he cursed himself for not having a gun on hand, instead leaving them packed away with the rest of the supplies. The creature fell back several yards and coughed, its mouth forcing open even wider than it had been, rows of teeth and a second tongue reflecting the sun punching through the clouds.

    �What is it?� Evajean shouted at him, but he ignored her.

    She twisted in her seat, looking out the back. �I think we�re losing it,� she said.

    Elliot nodded. Ahead, the highway curved to the left around a small lake and a grove of trees. Was the creature too big to get through them? he wondered. Could they hid in there, like they had with the warehouse? He had to decide quickly, for they were now only thirty seconds or so from the grove.

    As the trees came near, however, the decision was made for him. Elliot had gone tight through the turn, pulling into the left lane and closer to the trees. At the apex of the curve, with the trees no more than twenty feet away, just on the other side of a line of concrete barriers, another of the creatures burst out from the vegetation. It kicked through the concrete, sending large chunks skittering under the feet of the first creature-which tripped and rolled on the pavement.

    Elliot screamed along with Evajean this time, and jerked the truck to the right, away from this new threat. It strained against the turn, coming briefly up on two wheels, before crashing back down, almost knocking the wind out of him. He tensed his hands on the wheel, straining to keep the truck under control. Hope howled over Evajean.

    The truck bounced and then steadied, and Elliot managed to force it back onto a path that would keep it on the road. Through the mirror he could see the first creature getting back to its feet-a movement that looked very much like a millepede uncurling-while the second stood over it, licking its grey skin with that enormous tongue.

    �-going to fight,� Evajean was saying, but Elliot didn�t share her optimism. The licking did not look aggressive but comforting-and �I�m sorry for knocking you over� gesture.

    He was right. The first creature, once righted, ran its tongue along the hide of its companion and then the two started again in the direction of the truck.

    In front of Elliot and Evajean was only open road and a sign for a rest stop in a quarter of a mile.

    �We�re going to do it again,� Elliot said, without turning to look at Evajean.

    �What?�

    �Get out, get inside. That rest stop, we�re going to drive to it and jump out and break a window if we have to, but we�re going to get inside. Because those things-�

    �They�re too big to follow us,� she said.

    The truck had topped out on speed. The vibrations from the overtaxed engine were terrible and this short conversation had the warble of talking into a fan. The creatures had regained most of the ground lost during their collision, and were now running side by side, tongues still out, reaching toward the truck.

    He had no idea if this plan would work. With the crazies, it had been only a matter of outrunning them, of being able to get far enough away to lose them in the chaos of the industrial complex. But running here wasn�t an option. Their only hope was to get to a place where the creatures couldn�t reach them and then hope they got tired of the hunt and wandered off. No matter what they were, no matter how the beasts had got here, they were animals, and Elliot prayed they�d behave as such.

    �What if we can�t get in?� Evajean said, shouting over the engine.

    �We�ll break the door or a window.�

    �What if we can�t?�

    He didn�t want to listen to this, so he stopped paying her any attention, and focused on keeping the truck out of the reach of those tongues. He pulled the wheel to the right and the creatures took ran through several strides before adjusting. They�re stupid, he thought. Maybe they won�t even know to follow us when we stop. Maybe they�ll just stay with the truck.

    �The exit!� Evajean shouted, grabbing his arm.

    He yanked it away from her, terrified she�d run them off the road, and she pulled back. But her voice still carried only excitement. �Pull off at the next exit!�

    �Why?�

    �Do it,� she said, and Elliot decided he would. He didn�t know what she had in mind but the thought of not being able to get inside the rest stop of or it being one with only a small shack of bathrooms, easily smashed down, occurred to him, and he knew he couldn�t count on his plan working. They drove past the pull off for the stop and he felt no loss in its passing.

    �There!� Evajean said. An exit was just ahead. Elliot pulled onto it and, a moment latter, the creatures turned and followed. �Now go under!� she yelled at him. �Go under the overpass.�

    He realized what she was getting at and hoped to hell it would would work. Could the creatures really be that stupid? He didn�t know, but it damn well better be the case, he thought. Because if the creatures figured this one out, he and Evajean were probably as screwed as they�d ever been since setting out on this increasingly imprudent journey.

    He twisted the wheel to the left and again felt the truck lean. But it held steady this time and his hands on the wheel did the same. The overpass was only a short distance in front of them and he flushed with hope when he saw that it was clearly too low for the creatures to run through.

    Just be so fucking dumb, he thought at the creatures, and drove underneath.
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    The creature in front turned to follow. It reared back, however, just yards away from colliding the top half of its tubular body with the concrete and steel only eleven fee above the pavement. As Elliot sped away, he saw the second creature slam into the first, both falling, and then the truck was onto the curve of the on ramp and heading back onto the highway towards the east. As they drove across the overpass, he could see the two creatures pacing randomly, twisting their front quarters, looking for the truck. They really *are that stupid,* he thought.

    Evajean cheered and clapped and Elliot grinned at this small burst of luck. �Smart,� he said.

    �Yeah?�

    �Yeah.� Then they both just sat quietly, breathing and enjoying the sense of relief.

    �What do you think those things were?� Evajean asked after some time. She�d pulled Hope out from under the seat and now had the dog on her lap, scratching its ears.

    �I don�t know.�

    �It�s just that they were like animals, but ones I�ve never heard of. I guess- I mean, where could they have come from?�

    Elliot thought about this, but didn�t have an answer. They were imaginary monsters, not zoo creatures, not something escaped from a nature preserve. You can�t explain stuff like that, he told himself, just like you can�t explain most everything that�s happened since pulling in to that Wal-Mart parking lot.

    �It�s genetics,� Evajean said, sounding surprised. �Like GMOs.�

    �What?�

    �Like those frankenfoods. Genetically modified organisms. You know Jurassic Park?�

    �Yeah.�

    �With the dinosaurs they brought back with genes from amber? I bet that�s what happened with the plague and the crazies and those things. I bet someone engineered something, maybe was trying to build a new kind of animal, and they made the plague by mistake.�

    �Maybe,� Elliot said.

    �No, that�s it,� Evajean continued, excited now. �When the plague showed up, it was because someone let it out of a lab. Maybe they did it on purpose, you know, but I think it was more of a mistake. And the elderly and kids got sick first, because that�s the way it always is-they�re weaker. And then because it was, well, it was a science experiment, it mutated. It was unstable. Adults could get sick, too. And it mutated again and we go the crazies.�

    Elliot thought maybe she was on to something, so he let her keep going, wanting to hear what else she had.

    �And here�s the thing, Elliot. Those creatures back there, I bet they were the science experiment. The plague is just something they have, like trichinosis and pork.�

    When she said this last, Elliot gave up on the idea. Genes could build a new animal, sure, and create the plague-even drive people insane. But the things they�d seen in Nahom, what Evajean had done, those just couldn�t be explained by a screw up in a lab.

    �And we�re immune,� Evajean was saying when Elliot finally responded to her theory.

    �No,� he said. �I don�t think so. It makes sense, but I just don�t think that�s how it is.�

    Evajean stopped talking and stared at him. She didn�t look hurt-just disappointed. �But it is,� she said. �It has to be.�

    �I just don�t think so,� Elliot said.

    �Then what-�

    �It�s Nahom. That�s what I keep coming back to. What happened there after we were attacked.�

    �But I-�

    �Don�t remember it, I know. But you were there in that cave when they killed the girl. You saw-�

    �I don�t know what I saw.�

    �Yes, you do. So do I. We saw spirits, or something like spirits-ghosts, I guess. We saw them come out of those people. And no matter how advanced the virus that came off those creatures is, it couldn�t make spirits rise from living human beings.�

    Evajean was silent. She turned, looking out the window and pet Hope. Then she said, her voice small, �What do you think it is, then?�

    Elliot shrugged. �The end times,� he said. �Maybe this is the end of the world.�

    She turned to face him now, the excitement gone, her features slack. �No,� she said.

    �That�s what I think.�

    �But you don�t even- You don�t believe that stuff, do you, Elliot?�

    �I don�t know,� he said. �Before, no, none of it. It�s all just old books and people on TV who are clearly delusional. Like in Nahom. Those books in the house they gave us? It�s all crap, I�m sure of that. None of it�s true.� He stopped and sucked in a large breath. �But there�s something going on and I�m starting to think the only way to describe it is something like what�s in those books. Something otherworldly.�

    Evajean was quiet. And then she laughed. �I just want to get to Colorado,� she said. �Or Montana or wherever. That�s when we�ll know. When we find the Hole, that�s when we�ll know.�

    �What if it�s jut a body dump? A big pile of corpses.�

    �It won�t be, she said. �It�ll be something more than that. Something that�ll explain all this.� She laughed again and punched him lightly on the arm. �Supernatural? Elliot, that�s silly. Those spirits in the cave? Probably just us being really tired and then all those bright torches in such a small place. When we got out, when the crazies came, I don�t know what could�ve came over me, but if I had to guess, I�d say exhaustion-a waking dream, right? Or maybe you were the one dreaming. And who knows about the crazies. Maybe they all died because they were sick. Maybe the heat from all the fires killed them. It could be anything.�

    She stopped, looking at him for approval of this new explanation. But he couldn�t give it because, as much as he wanted to believe everything she�d just said, he knew none of it was true.

    �Perhaps,� he said finally. �Yeah, perhaps.�
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    For the next fifteen hours they drove, stopping only to eat, relieve themselves, and fill the truck�s tank with gas from the metal drums foraged in Nahom. The conversation about what was going on continued, but in the absence of a mundane explanation, it quickly became futile. Any supernatural answer might work, after all, since all were unbound by a necessary congruence to known facts. This didn�t stop them from tossing ideas back and forth, but the result was only more confusion.

    I-64 turned into I-70, but the roads remained empty. For the whole of those fifteen hours, they didn�t see another car or any of the crazies. As the excitement of the brush with the creatures faded, the drive took on a pleasant atmosphere: the scenery was beautiful and lack of anything to run into gave Elliot the opportunity to look out and enjoy it.

    Eventually they�d agreed to hold off on any further speculation until they reached Colorado. If they found the Hole there, then maybe all their questions would be answered-a prediction Evajean insisted on maintaining. And, as had originally been the plan, if Colorado was a bust, they�d head north into Montana and check out the story of the truck driver in the bar.

    Several hours after it got dark, Elliot pulled off the road, gathered the guns from the back of the truck. When these were placed within easy reach, the two of them tilted back their seats and went to sleep. As before, motels were available off several exits, but the idea of being caught again by the crazies made taking advantage of them seem foolish.

    Evajean fell asleep almost immediately, Hope curled in her lap, but Elliot had a more difficult time. The seat only went slightly further back than in airline coach, and the padding inside had hardened with age. He twisted, trying to find a comfortable position, but none worked, either giving his head nothing to lean on or else forcing his spine to an awkward angle. After perhaps an hour of this he gave up and got out of the truck.

    The night air had shed much of its heat and he was again reminded that this was the end of September and he and Evajean had only the engine of an old truck to keep them warm. Even the hotels would be unheated.

    He dug around in the back of the truck until he found an apple. Taking a bit, he returned to the front and sat down on the hood.

    The sky was clear and the moon just a pencil line arc overhead. Elliot leaned back on the windshield and pulled his jacked tight. He finished his apple while looking up at the stars and tried to force himself not to return to the problem of unanswered questions.

    When he was done and too cold to stay outside, he got back into the truck and turned it on. Evajean woke up only briefly, turning and giving him a questioning look, then fell asleep again. After a few minutes, once the cab was at a comfortable temperature, he killed the engine and resumed his efforts to get some rest.

    By morning, the sky had cleared entirely. Low, flat clouds cut the sun, but it was still warm enough that they were able to drive with the windows down. Hope pushed his head out and, while Evajean held him tight, panted into the wind.

    Elliot drove with a shot gun jammed in next to his seat, ready this time for any new creatures that might charge the truck. He wasn�t concerned with the crazies anymore, at least not in the sense of fear for his life, but the coincidence of those two creatures being right by where he and Evajean stopped was too great-he was sure there would be a lot more out there.

    �We should be there tomorrow morning,� he said and Evajean looked at him, nodding.

    �Just one more night. We can do that.� She shrugged. �And if there are people there, maybe we can even sleep in real beds. I feel exhausted all the time now.�

    �It�s stress.�

    �That, yeah,� she said, �but I bet it�s also from sleeping in a truck.�

    That afternoon, after they�d stopped to eat a small meal, and with no further sign of strange beasts, Elliot tried bringing up Nahom again, but the response was the same. She didn�t remember anything and didn�t want to talk about it.

    �I really don�t know what you want me to tell you,� she said after he�d pressed her to think back, to try to remember anything of what had happened.

    Elliot sighed. �I don�t know either,� he said. �Do you have the box? Can you take it out for a second?�

    Evajean reached around behind her seat and pulled out the small, golden cube. It was about the size of a rubik�s cube and perfectly smooth on all sides, the edges and points crisp but not too sharp to hold.

    �Can you look at it for me?� Elliot said. He didn�t want to stop driving just to inspect the cube.

    �There�s nothing on it.�

    �No seams? Anything like that?�

    Evajean turned the box around in her hands, holding it up in front of her face. �No,� she said.

    �Even at-�

    �Wait!� She pulled the box very close until it almost touched her nose.

    �What is it?�

    �Stop,� Evajean said and waved her hand at him. �Just let me look.�

    She twisted the box, around and around, scanning her eyes along each of its twelve edges. �There�s something�� she said and pushed her fingernail against the metal.

    Elliot heard a click and Evajean jumped back in her seat, dropping the cube onto the floor at her feet. She bent down and picked it up. �Look,� she said.

    Elliot did. Then he put his foot on the break, slowed the truck and pulled off onto the shoulder. He killed the ignition and leaned over to look at the box.

    Evajean had opened a seam along one of its edges. The metal was pulled wider at the center than the corners, like a small change purse. Evajean held the opening up to her eye but then dropped it down and shook her head. �I can�t see anything,� she said.

    �Can you open it more?�

    She pushed her finger inside. Elliot had a momentary vision of the think snapping shut, a hungry little mouth, but then Evajean looked at him and grinned. �I think I just need to�� she said and pulled the box open the rest of the way.

    There was no sound as hidden seams along the top and bottom fell open. The two halves folded back on each other. The inside was filled with sheets of paper, aged and yellow, but not crumbling. Each was filled with tiny lettering in close rows. It was a book.

    �What does it say?� Elliot asked.

    Evajean flipped the pages. �I can�t read it. The letters aren�t english ones.� She turned a few more of the small sheets. �Some look like math symbols. Did you take calculus?�

    Elliot nodded.

    �They look like those.�

    �Is it math?�

    �I don�t think so. There aren�t any numbers. It just looks like math in some spots.� She leaned back, setting the open cub in her lap. �None of this is going to be easy, is it?� she said.

    �What isn�t?�

    �But I guess this could just be some sort of old book, you know? Or a child�s toy. Why does it have to be important?�

    �It was glowing,� Elliot said. �And you held it over your head and used it to kill all the crazies. I think there has to be something to it.�

    �Then you see if you can figure it out,� Evajean said, handing him the book.

    Elliot took it. The cube was light, maybe only a quarter of a pound, and the side felt slick, almost oily. The pages inside were thick like good quality stationary and, up close, he could see that what he�d thought was the yellowing of age was really just the paper�s naturally dark cream color. Evajean was right about the look of the symbols. Squiggles and mathematics like characters and things that looked like the designs on a piece of sheet music filled each page top to bottom, margin to margin. Each letter-if they were letters-was tiny, only an eighth of an inch tall, and they were packed together without spaces. Elliot didn�t recognize any of it.

    �I have no idea what this says,� he told Evajean. �This could be what the crazies speak.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. �I guess it could.�

    �They speak their own language, you know? You can tell listening to them. Of course this might be something else entirely, but the crazies were talking to us-talking to me-and we found this book in the same place they were. If I had to bet, I�d bet they�re the same thing.�

    Evajean took the book back from him. �How are we going to translate it?�

    �I don�t know. If there was a university still running, we could find a professor, someone who can read ancient languages, but I don�t think that�s going to happen.�

    Evajean laughed. �If there�s a whole university still running,� she said, �we can give up on the Hole entirely and settle down in that college town. Maybe eat Ramen.�

    Elliot laughed with her but he knew translating this book was critical. They�d found it for a reason and it had been what drove the crazies away in Nahom, what killed them in such spectacular fashion. The book had power and it was the same kind of power, he was sure, that made the crazies crazy and the people of Nahom have their shadow spirits.
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    They might have left the crazies behind and escaped the pursuing creatures, but Elliot wasn�t willing to accept the worst was passed. They were heading to the Hole and it might answer their questions, but those answers would only be a continuation of the oddities already experienced. Everything tied together. And more likely than not, the Hole would only confound.

    They would have to wait to find out what the Hole meant, however. That night their concern became just getting there.

    The sun was a few hours down when Elliot first noticed the shimmer low in the sky. Evajean had fallen asleep, leaned against the door with Hope again in her lap.

    Elliot leaned forward over the steering wheel and squinted out into the dark. Up ahead, due west, and lower than the sparse clouds, a line of light flickered. It reminded him of photographs of the Northern Lights, though the colors stuck to oranges and muddy yellow. At first he took it for the lights of a city, but quickly realized the extent of it, the distance it stretched to the north and the south, was just too great. No city was the that big.

    He didn�t wake up Evajean, though. She needed the sleep because he�d made up his mind that, in the morning, he�d force her to remember what had happened in Nahom. He�d force her to tell the truth. Of course, he didn�t know she was lying, but her evasiveness resulted from somewhere. And Elliot was tired of it. He wanted to figure this thing out.

    After a few minutes more, the lights were brighter, more distinct. He could see a top to them, a spot in the low sky where they cut off. He slowed, staring up.

    It was a wall of light, maybe a mile or more tall-without anything to judge it by, telling for sure was impossible. But it was bright and-he squinted again-thick. The light was filling the truck�s cab now, the color of a sunset.

    Evajean sat up, blinking. �It�s morning,� she said.

    �No.�

    She licked her lips and looked around. �It�s morning. I slept-�

    �It�s not morning,� Elliot said. Pointed ahead of them. �Look.�

    Evajean sat forward, still not fully awake. �What is that?� she said.

    �It�s light,� he said. �It�s a big wall of light.�

    �Why are we still driving?� She turned to face him. �Why are you driving toward it?�

    �I want to see.�

    Evajean laughed. �Stop the car, Elliot.�

    He did, not bothering to pull out of their lane. �That�s where we have to go, Evajean,� he said. �It�s between us and Colorado.�

    �We can go around it.�

    �No, I don�t think we can. It�s huge. And it�s just light. It�s like the aurora borealis.�

    �How do you know?�

    �I don�t.�

    �So it might kill us,� she said. �It might be a fire or maybe its that stuff you said came out of the box, the stuff that killed all the crazies. And it could do exactly the same thing to us.�

    �Evajean, how much weird stuff have we seen since we left Charlottesville? How much have I seen that you don�t even remember? Let�s just go see what this is because if we don�t, we�re going to be running away from it. The whole goddamn world has changed. It�s not the same as before. And we�re part of that or else all this shit wouldn�t be happening to us-it would�ve ignored us if we didn�t have a role to play. Right now, more than finding the Hole, more than even staying safe, I want to know what that role is. So every damn weird thing we see, I�m driving this truck right at it. If you don�t want to, we�ll see if we can find you a vehicle in the next town we pass and you can take as many of the supplies as you want, and you can drive home or try to drive around that thing up there. You can do what you want. But this is what I want to do.�

    Evajean sat quite pushed Hope away when he nuzzled into her arm. She didn�t talk for several minutes and gave no indication she�d heard anything he�d said. Elliot even wondered in the light had triggered another trance.

    But then she cleared her throat. �Okay,� she said.

    �Okay? Okay, what?�

    �Let�s go,� she said. �Let�s see what it is up there.�

    �You�re sure?�

    �Yeah,� she said. �Let�s do it. I want to find the Hole, you know that, but like you said, it�s all bound to be part of the same thing. So we�ll figure out what�s going on. I mean, what else do we have to do? Besides find a little house, settle down, and repopulate the human race.�

    Elliot laughed at this, then started the truck again and accelerated toward the curtain of light.

    �I�m sorry,� Evajean said after a few minutes.

    �For what?� The light was now more distinct but was difficult to focus on. Elliot�s eyes kept slipping from one spot to another, unable to find anything but ephemeral blobs of shifting color.

    �You�ve gotta be really frustrated with me. About not being able to tell you what you want to know. I wish I could remember, but I can�t.� She sighed. �Are you afraid of me?�

    �No,� he said, but that wasn�t entirely true.

    �If you�re right, about what I did, then I killed a whole lot of people. And you�ve been weird ever since we got out of that place.�

    Elliot shrugged. �I don�t know,� he said. �I�m not really scared, so much as just- I suppose it�s that I don�t know what else is going to happen. You still have the box and we know it�s a book but we don�t know what it does.�

    �Or what it did.�

    �That too. Does this make sense? That I�m not scared of you-�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. �Really, I think I�m scared of me. Why is this happening?�

    �The thing that�s still bothering me,� Elliot said, �is how we got to be the only people left besides Nahom and just happened to be across the street. That�s why I�m not scared of you-because this has to do with both of us. I�m just as much a part of it as you are.�

    �Maybe it�s just that I-like I did in the town-maybe there�s something about me that stops the plague. Since you were right there, across the street-�

    �What about everyone else who was there, too? My wife, my daughter? Henry? Why weren�t they saved by your-by your aura?�

    �So it�s something special about you, too.�

    �That�s what I think,� Elliot said. �You said- I remember you saying that Henry talked you into moving to Charlottesville.�

    �Uh huh.�

    �Well, you know Clarine is the one who got us to move there, too. I never would�ve ended up in Virginia if it hadn�t been for her.�

    �I don�t get it.�

    �Maybe they had something to do with it, as well. Clarine and Henry.�

    �That�s nuts.�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said.

    �Henry didn�t know anything about this.�

    �He�s the one who told you to go to Colorado.�

    �No-� Evajean said, but stopped.

    �He told you that�s where the Hole is. If we hadn�t being going to Colorado, we wouldn�t have ended up in Nahom, we wouldn�t have found the box.�

    �But what about you?� Evajean said. �There�s your story about Montana, too. That-was it a trucker?-that story you heard. How the Hole was in Montana? We�re only driving to Colorado because I said I�d go to Montana after, if we didn�t find anything.�

    Elliot nodded. �You�re right. But think about it. It�s because of Clarine and Henry that we ended up living across the street from each other. And it�s because of Henry that we found Nahom.�

    �I don�t think Henry had anything to do with it.�

    �You�re sure?�

    �Henry had nothing to do with it.�

    �Okay,� Elliot said. �Maybe I�m just in a conspiratorial frame of mind.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said.

    �I�m sorry then.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said.

    This latest argument, and the silence that followed, carried on long enough to get them to the wall of light. And a wall it was, they quickly learned. A barrier through which continued travel proved impossible.
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    Elliot stood five feet away, the heat pleasant on his face. He turned back to look at Evajean. She leaned against the side of the truck, hands in her pockets, staring forward at this new reminder that reality had become very different through the course of their journey. Hope sat on the dashboard, barking, the sounds muffled by the glass.

    He shifted his attention back to the wall. It warped and churned, yellows and browns and oranges, the surface slick and bulging like blown glass. He stepped forward. The heat wasn�t bad, closer to a campfire than an inferno, but getting too close would burn him nonetheless. Hands outstretched, he took a couple of steps closer.

    The details of the wall were difficult to focus on. Everything shifted, his eyes along with it, such that staring too long resulted in a mild headache. What is it? he thought. It�s not light. It�s something else. As far as he could tell, it went on forever in both directions, north and south, and cut directly across the wide lanes of the freeway. They�d have to find a way around if they were to continue. Even if the truck could handle the heat, Elliot had the feeling the barrier was solid, that it would repel them as effectively as concrete.

    �We�ll drive north,� he called back to Evajean, �and see if we can get around that way.�

    The wall mesmerized him. As to the north and south, it seemed to continue forever upward, curving back away from them gently like a dome. Where it plunged into the ground, the asphalt glowed in a thin, bright line. He walked across the road and past the curb, following it. In the dirt and grass, the line was paler but still noticeable, the color of molten steel.

    �How are we going to get north?� Evajean said from behind him.

    Elliot turned. She was standing a few feet away, staring beyond him at the barrier. �What do you mean?� he said.

    �There aren�t any roads. There�s this one, but we can�t take it anymore and it doesn�t go north, besides.�

    �I don�t know,� Elliot said. �Go back? Drive back until we hit something heading the right direction?�

    �Yeah,� she said.

    �I don�t trust the truck off road, if that�s what you mean.�

    �Yeah.�

    �If it breaks down,� he said, �we�ll be pretty much stuck. Out here, on the highway, we can maybe find something else, but out there�-he pointed across the endless grass-�we�re out of luck.�

    �Okay,� Evajean said. �We�ll go back and find another away around. I wish the truck had one of those road atlas books.�

    �Me, too,� Elliot said.

    �You ready?�

    �What do you think this is?� he said, looking again at the barrier.

    �Who knows?� she said. �More of the same. More stuff we don�t understand.� She started back to the truck. �Come on, Elliot. I�m exhausted. I can�t keep my eyes open. Anyway, if we can�t find a way around, you�ll get lots of other chances to look at that thing.�

    �You�re probably right,� Elliot said and followed her.

    Hope stopped barking as soon as Evajean opened the truck�s door. Once settled, the two of them fell asleep within minutes, while Elliot drove east.

    Shortly before the sun came up, Elliot found a promising exit and took it, now driving roughly north, parallel to the barrier. Evajean woke up some time later and they stopped long enough to eat a quick breakfast of apples and oatmeal warmed on the engine block. Hope devoured a few strips of jerky.

    Elliot lost track of where they were but getting back to the highway only meant turning around, so he didn�t worry about it and just drove. Off in the distance to their left, the barrier could occasionally be seen, but it was mostly lost in the glare of the cool September sun.

    �What do we do if we can�t find a way around?� Evajean said.

    �We will. That thing can�t go on forever.�

    �Yeah,� she said, �it can. We�ll have to go back. Give up on finding anything out.� She took a small bite from her apple. �Whatever it is, the Hole, I bet it�s on the other side.�

    �That�s probably true,� Elliot said.

    �It�s- I bet it�s the Hole that�s making that thing.�

    Elliot remember Evajean standing tall in Nahom, the golden box-the golden book-held high over her head, and a field of energy forcing back the crazies. He shook his head. �Regardless, we need to try to get around it. If the Hole�s back there, if it�s the cause of that light, then it�s a lot more than just where they�re taking the dead.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. �I wish I knew what we�ve gotten ourselves into.�

    �I don�t think we got ourselves into anything. Something got us.�

    Then Evajean screamed. �Elliot! Look out!� She was staring out her window and, as Elliot jerked the wheel, startled, he saw two more of those creatures, the tubular beats with the enormous faces, charging across the empty field to the east toward them.

    �Goddamn,� he said, and pushed his foot down on the gas, hard. The truck coughed and lurched forward. The creatures closed, their arc taking them onto the road behind Elliot and Evajean.

    These were smaller than the first two had been, only a few feet taller than the cab of the truck, and slower, but they had no trouble at all keeping pace.

    We need to find some place to hide, Elliot thought. The overpass trick isn�t going to work on these.

    �There!� Evajean shouted. Coming up was an exit leading to a small truck stop town. What had caught her attention was a modest church made of stone. They could hide in there.

    Again Elliot thought of Nahom. But those creatures weren�t the crazies, just animals. They wouldn�t be able to open the doors and were too big to come in through the windows. Inside, he and Evajean could wait them out.

    He took the exit, the creatures perhaps twenty yards behind. The truck bounced through the curve, rocking as he brought it straight again. The church was close, and he knew they could make it.

    �We�re going to have to run,� he said. �Be ready.�

    Evajean nodded.

    Elliot braced himself, then hit the breaks hard. The truck shuddered and slowed, coming to a stop just in from of the church�s huge wooden doors.

    �Go!� he shouted, jumping out. Evajean followed, clutching Hope to her chest. They ran, crossing the dozen feet to the entrance.

    And found it locked.
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    The creatures had stopped at the truck, sniffing the contents in the back, their flat faces pressed fully into the barrels and boxes. Elliot could see them inhaling, ridges sliding along the surface of their bodies. He turned to Evajean.

    �Around back. There has to be another way in.�

    There was. A side entrance, white paint peeling around the door�s tiny window, stood open a few inches. Elliot leaned his head to the crack, but Evajean pushed it open and ran past him, struggling with Hope in her arms. Elliot followed.

    They were in a small office, dark but for a bit of light coming through a stained glass window against the back wall. Elliot thought briefly of Nahom, but pushed it away. He turned and pulled the door shut, twisting the deadbolt into place. The room felt solid and safe.

    �I think this�ll be okay,� he said to Evajean. She leaned against the desk and set Hope down. The dog yipped and this started sniffing around her feet.

    She nodded. �This is probably best,� she said.

    �Waiting them out?�

    �You think they�ll leave? I mean, how long do you think it�ll take?�

    Elliot shrugged. �They�re animals,� he said.

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. �Guess we�ll just have to see.� She pushed off the desk and stood up. �We should look around-if we�re gonna be here a while.�

    �Sure,� Elliot said. He was thinking about the truck, about all their food and supplies back there and how much trouble they�d be in if the creatures destroyed all that or somehow disabled the vehicle.

    Another door was set into the opposite wall. Evajean opened it and peered out. Then she pulled her head back and looked at him. �There�s light,� she said. �Candles, I think.�

    �Is someone-�

    �Who�s there?� The voice was strong but muffled by the barely open door. Evajean jumped back. Hope darted through the opening, nudging it wider with his nose until he could fit.

    �Who-� the voice said again, then gasped. �A dog? Is that- How did you get in here, puppy?� They could hear Hope�s excited barking.

    �I think it�s okay,� Elliot whispered to Evajean and she nodded. �I�m gonna go out,� he said.

    He pulled the door open, letting more of the candle light into the office, and stepped through. Evajean was close behind. Several dozen candles were setup up along the rows of pews, with more clustered on the small alter at the church�s front. Standing near this, bent down and scratching Hope behind the ears, was a fat man in jeans and a greet t-shirt. His sweaty face reflected back the orange light.

    Hope turned to look at Elliot and Evajean and the man stood up quickly, his eyes wide. �I don�t have anything,� he said, holding up his hands.

    �It�s okay,� Evajean said, taking a step closer.

    The man backed up. �I don�t have anything and, besides, this is a church. You can�t go and hurt someone in a church.�

    �We�re not going to hurt you,� Elliot said.

    �We�re only hiding,� Evajean said. �Just until those things outside go away.�

    �What things?� The man said, his hands still up. Then he moaned. �Oh, god, are there more of them? Are they back?�

    �Those big creatures, the ones with the flat faces, if that�s what you mean-yeah, they�re back. They chased us in here. We don�t want to hurt you and we don�t want to take anything. We have a truck outside and are just going to wait in here until its safe to go out and get to it, get outside and drive away.�

    The man�s arms had slowly come down while Elliot was talking and now he sat down against the alter, reaching out again for Hope. �This your dog?� he said.

    �Hope,� Evajean said. �That�s Hope.�

    �She looks like a good dog,� the man said.

    �He is,� Evajean said. �A very good dog.� She walked half the distance toward him and, when he didn�t react, crossed the remainder. She sat down across from him, scratching one side of Hope�s head while he scratched the other. �It�s okay with you, then? If we stay here?�

    �Oh, sure,� the man said. �Sorry about that. I don�t mean to be all riled up, but it�s just that it�s been a while since I- God, it�s been a while since I saw anyone.�

    �Us too,� Evajean said, and Elliot was glad she didn�t mention Nahom or the crazies. There�d be time for that later, but now he just wanted to know who this man was. What were the chances, Elliot thought, of running into another seemingly normal person in the one random spot they get chased to?

    �I�m Elliot Bishop,� Elliot said, walking over and holding out his hand.

    The man stood up and took it, his grip tentative at first, but then firm. �Melvin Werner,� he said. He turned to Evajean.

    �Evajean Rhodes,� she said, and the two of them shook hands as well.

    �Evajean,� the Melvin said. �And Elliot, and Hope. Like I said, you all are the first people I�ve seen in what has to be a few months at least.�

    �You�ve been here all that time?� Elliot asked.

    �Mostly. My car broke down not far from here and this is where I kind of just ended up. Got a grocery store with plenty of food a quarter mile up the road, but it�s here I�ve been all the rest of the time. I�m a church man, you know? Feels best when I�m in a place like this.�

    �Those things outside,� Evajean said, �the creatures, have you seen them a lot?�

    Melvin swallowed. �I have. Rather more than I�d like to, in fact. That�s another reason I�ve been staying here instead of the store. I like the stone between me and them.�

    Elliot understood that. It�s why he and Evajean had fled to the church as well.

    �But if you just wait, give them time, they�ll leave. Didn�t catch how many there were, I recall.�

    �Now? Just the two,� Elliot said. Evajean had picked up Hope and was turning slowly, looking around the interior of the church.

    �See, the thing I�ve noticed,� Melvin said, �is they stick around longer the more of them there is. Just one and you can bet it�ll get board of sniffing at the walls and head off somewhere in a few hours. Two tends to be half a day at least. One time there were four of the things and I was in here three damn days before they left. Got low on food and water, too.�

    �So it�ll be half a day for this pair?�

    �That�s been my experience,� Melvin said. He took a step back to address both Elliot and Evajean. �Now, you all hungry? Can I get you something to eat. And I truly am sorry about the way I behaved just before. Wasn�t very welcoming of me at all. Like I said, it�s been a while since I�ve seen anybody and it was rather a shock to have you two suddenly standing right there.�

    Neither of them was hungry, but Evajean took him up on the offer, playing the gracious house guest while Elliot took a look around. The church was tiny, only big enough for maybe eighty people to fit comfortably on the pews, and Melvin had placed nearly half that many candles throughout. They failed to fill the place with light, but they gave enough illumination that what shadows there were didn�t feel threatening. The thick stained glass kept out the majority of the sun.

    Outside, Elliot could still hear the creatures milling about. Occasionally one would wander past a window, a blurred shape, huge and menacing, and once the double doors thudded and shook, but Melvin was right: the church felt solid and safe.

    Melvin had gone into another room, opposite the office to them all something to eat and Evajean was in front of the alter, looking at the tapestries that hung over it.

    Elliot let out a long breath. He didn�t trust Melvin, not after everything they�d been through since leaving Virginia, but he felt his guard slipping, and then let it disappear entirely as the rich smell of brewing coffee drifted through the old church.

    

    

62

    

    The doors thumped again. Melvin stuck his head out, looking at them, then at Elliot. �Oh, it�s pretty safe. They�ll bang away for fifteen minutes then get tired of it. I wonder if it hurts them, kicking it or ramming it or whatever it is they do out there? Anyway, the doors have held up nicely every other time-no reason to think they�ll give out now.� He disappeared back into the side room.

    Elliot rolled his eyes slowly, shaking his head. They�d held up nicely. That was good to hear.

    And they did hold up. Melvin returned shortly from the other room, Evajean following behind. She had a cup of coffee in each hand, and Melvin has the same in his right, but in his left hung a beige grocery bag, which he set down on a pew. Elliot took a coffee from Evajean while Melvin opened it.

    �Now,� Melvin said, holding up the food, �it�s not the best to go with coffee, especially good coffee like this-which is from Whole Foods and had only been in the back of my car for a little while-but it�ll have to do. Which kind do you want?� He had Twinkies and Hostess Cupcakes and Elliot didn�t care which because they both looked wonderful. Days of apples and jerky and oatmeal had him craving sweets.

    Elliot grabbed a Twinkie and pulled open the packaging. He took a sip of the coffee-which was quite good-and then took a bite. It made him feel like he was home again, like this all hadn�t really happened and it was Sunday morning, early and relaxed. He sat down and finished the food and drink to the sounds of the creatures still milling around outside. An hour later, the creatures were still there, though their banging at the doors and walls of the church had become less constant and enthusiatic. Evajean had gone to sleep on a pew and Melvin was sitting with a book he�d found in the small side office. Elliot tried to nap, but sleep wouldn�t come, and so he paced, looking over the contents of the church, sometimes looking through the stained glass at the huge shapes wandering by. Eventually, Evajean got up and fed Hope. The dog finished its food and lay down next to her. She smiled at Elliot and he smiled back. He didn�t know how long they�d have to wait here, but the waiting wasn�t bad.

    He and Evajean were leaning against the alter, chatting about times before the plague, when Melvin returned from one of his trips to the office for books and walked over to them.

    �Do you have it?� he asked. �I know you do because I saw it. In the dream. I saw it and this very moment, the two of you standing right there and that dog- Can I see it?� Melvin was trembling with excitement. He�d left a pile of books on the floor behind him and now stood, hugging himself, while he asked his questions.

    Elliot looked at Evajean. He face had gone tight, her lips pressed into a line. She held Hope to her chest, and the dog began growling low in its throat. The calm of a moment ago was gone.

    He turned back to Melvin. �See what?�

    �The box. The one you have with you. I know you have it. The dreams, over and over again, they�re telling me that you have it and that I need to see it. I just have to.�

    �Do you know what it is?� Elliot asked. Evajean still had the box in her coat pocket, but he wasn�t going to tell Melvin that, not yet.

    �It�s a message. A powerful message for the two of you, but only I can tell you how to read it. Don�t you see? This all was planned. All of it.� He was glancing back and forth rapidly between the two of them, his eyes watery. �I can tell you how to read it,� he said.

    �Then do it,� Evajean said, startling Elliot. He turned to see her taking the brass box out of her pocket. She held it out to Melvin. Elliot wanted to stop her, to slap her hand down, to keep the box away from this suddenly strange man. But he couldn�t, because what choice did they have? It was useless to them as is, unless Evajean could make it glow again. Then they might use it as a weapon, but right now the box was just a container full of pages of gibberish.

    �Ahh.� Melvin�s hands shook as he reached for the box. Evajean let him take it and Melvin pulled it close to his face, running his fingers along the surface. He backed up and sat down in the first row. �This- It�s exactly like in the dreams. I knew it would be, of course, but to actually see it� I can�t believe you came.�

    �What is it?� Evajean asked.

    �I believe it�s your guide,� he said. �Can you show me how to open it?�

    Evajean did and Melvin flipped the pages with wonder. �I can read this,� he said. �Just like the dreams told me I could, I can read it.�

    �What language is it?�

    �Oh, it�s something close to Egyptian. Did I mention that? I studied antiquities for a long time, got my doctorate in it, in fact. It was my job for many years to read the inscriptions on artifacts the museum brought in and, now, here�s another one. But it�s not exactly Egyptian, no. It�s different. The letters aren�t at all the same. But I just know it�s a similar language.�

    He peered closely at one of the pages, scanning over the lines of text. �It says, �For those-� No, no, it says, �For the ones-� That�s it. I can read it,� he said again, looking up and grinning, like a child who�d just figured out long division. �I�ll read it to you.�

    Evajean and Elliot walked over and sat down on either side of him, leaning in to look at the pages. Melvin studied the book for a moment more, whispering under his breath, and then sat back. �The Ones Mighty and Strong,� he said. �That�s who this is for and, if I�m understanding this all correctly, the book and the dreams, they�re you. Elliot and Evajean,� he said, �the Ones Mighty and Strong.�
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    They looked at each other. More gibberish, Elliot thought. More useless information that did nothing to sort out their mad situation. And so he laughed.

    �You think I�m joking?� Melvin said. He held the book close to his face again and read. �They will come, woman and man. They will come at the start of the age of ascension, when the Mad King Moroni spreads his arms across the world and the ancients return to the land. They will come, the Mighty and the Strong, and they will banish the darkness and end the Mad King�s reign.�

    �That�s bullshit,� Elliot said.

    �Let him finish,� Evajean said.

    Melvin read. �A woman and a man, saved from desolation, alone in a world consumed by Moroni�s madness-�

    �That�s the name!� Evajean said and Melvin stopped, looking up at her. �What the crazies said in the warehouse. Moroni. That�s what they told us, Elliot.�

    Elliot was quiet, thinking back. The woman in Wal-Mart, the first crazy they�d seen, what had she mumbled before she died? More. Except it hadn�t been �more,� but �Moroni.� She�d been unable to speak through the pain and injury, but she�d tried to tell them, too, just as the crazies had eventually. Moroni.

    �I don�t understand,� he said.

    �You think I do?� Melvin said. He set the book down. �Look, okay? I got my PhD in antiquities, in ancient languages and cultures. It�s what I taught for a lot of years, until- But I kept up with it, even after, and then-I don�t know how long ago, maybe around the same time everyone got themselves sick-then the dreams started. I saw this book and the two of you and I knew what I had to do. See, it�s my job to make sure you get this and that you know what it says. I hid out when things got dangerous, even when they came after me-�

    �Who?� Evajean said. �The crazies?�

    �They weren�t crazy,� Melvin said. He shifted in his seat, nervous. �At least I don�t think they were. Just men. With guns. Six or seven of them broke into my house. I was sleeping, but I heard them and I hid. I was in the closet, the kind with the slats on the door. That sort of thing never works, but this time it did, and I looked out and saw them. Huge men and I think they had rifles. They were looking for me, but eventually they left. That�s when I ran away, and I just kept running until I was here.� He held out his hands, encompassing the full sweep of the small church. �They never did find me,� he said.

    �I�m sorry,� Evajean said.

    Melvin shook his head. �You�re hear, like the dreams said. That�s really what matters, isn�t it? That the dreams came true?�

    �What else does the book say?� Elliot asked.

    And so Melvin Werner read it to them and Elliot came slowly to realize just how insane the world had gone.

    A lot of it made little sense, the language unreadable, the letters just squiggles Melvin insisted had no meaning. But the parts that were intelligible spoke of a war that had been brewing for countless generations, one between the being known as Moroni and some other, unnamed party. Moroni was set to return and, in fact, would already have at the time the book was discovered by the Ones Mighty and Strong, a pair who would survive the initial attack and, with the help of �outcasts,� banish Moroni. All of that was too vague for Elliot to make much of, but the book�s concluding pages were of immediate interest. The Mighty and the Strong needed to travel to �city by the dead lake� and venture into the �place of many artifacts� to recover some item or items that would reveal the whole truth and allow them to defeat Moroni.

    �It�s Salt Lake City,� Elliot said. �It must be.�

    Melvin nodded. Evajean said, �I bet you�re right. Yeah, Salt Lake City. It�s got a dead lake and that�s where all the Mormons are, right? Like the ones in Nahom, who were definitely involved in all this.�

    �Nahom?� Melvin said. �That�s familiar. I�ve heard of that before.�

    �Where?� Elliot asked.

    �Sorry, I can�t remember. It�s just� something I remember hearing, is all.�

    �What�s the �place of many artifacts?�� Evajean said. �A museum?�

    �It could be,� Elliot said. �A museum. I guess that right.�

    �You have your mission,� Melvin said. He was smiling as wide as his mouth would allow. �And all with my help. One of the outcasts, that�s most definitely me.�

    �But that thing is in the way,� Evajean said. �That barrier.�

    �What barrier?� Melvin asked. But before either of them could answer, he clapped his hands together. �I know!� he said.

    �The dreams?� Elliot said.

    Melvin nodded. He went into the side room and came out with a folded and worn paper map. �You know how I said I�d seen this all before? It�s not all I saw. There was another thing, a dream of a house, a big one. I woke up-this was a day before the those men broke into my house, so I remember it well-and I ran to my car, got this out, and circled it.� He held up the map. A location was marked in bright red ink. �It�s not far from here,� he said. �If you hadn�t shown up, that�s where I would�ve eventually gone, just to see.�

    �A waypoint,� Elliot said. Evajean glanced at him and he shrugged. �What you said in Nahom. A waypoint.�

    �Okay,� Evajean said, though she sounded confused. �Okay, that�s where we�re supposed to go.�

    Elliot walked over and looked out one of the church�s windows. �I think they�re gone,� he said.

    Melvin set down the book. �The creatures, yes,� he said. �I haven�t heard them in a while, you�re right.�

    �We should get out of here,� Evajean said.

    Both men agreed. Melvin set about gathering his belongings, stuffing them into a large duffle bag. Evajean tracked down Hope, who�d run off to explore while the three of them read the golden book.

    When this was done, they stood by the front doors of the church. These were closer to the truck�s location than the side entrance, making their escape slightly safer if the creatures were still outside-though each of them had stopped by the windows several times while packing and no sign of the creatures had been seen or heard.

    Elliot put his hand on the heavy latch. �Okay,� he said. �On three. Be careful and be ready to run if you see anything.� And then he was swinging the doors open, the hinges sticking, cracking, and finally screeching through their orbit.

    The truck was only a dozen yards away, the passenger side toward them, unlocked the way Elliot had left it. Outside the church was quiet, the creatures nowhere in sight. Elliot took a step, then another, Evajean and Melvin close behind.
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    They�d covered half the distance when the creatures returned. One must have been hiding behind the truck, its body flattened impossibly thin, because it now rose up, huge mouth opening and contracting with the sound of lips smacking. Melvin screamed, falling backwards away from it, but Evajean reached out and grabbed him, pulling him towards the truck. The creature vanished again, sinking low, and then rolled, coming out behind the cab and rearing up again.

    On the other side of them, around the corner of the church, the second creature appeared, calling out to its companion in a deep moan. Melvin dropped his duffle bag, turning to look at it, and Evajean shouted at him. Elliot ran the rest of he way to the truck and opened the door. He had the rifle in his hand and, as soon as he was inside, turned around in the seat and fired out. The first shot went wide, but the second bullet clipped the creature by the church in the soft grey flesh of its belly. It moaned again, a sharper sound than before, and rolled away.

    The one by the side of the truck twisted around and lowered its head until it was only feet from Elliot. Behind it, Elliot saw Evajean trying to pull Melvin up while he scrambled for the bag, grasping for the straps but missing. The creature Elliot had shot was writhing, its head high, several sets of legs suspended and kicking in the air.

    The one in front of him hissed, pulling back, its muscles tensing beneath its skin. Elliot swung the rifle up and aimed at the half open mouth. He fired and the creature jumped back, lifting its face to the sky. Elliot didn�t know if he�d hit it or just scared it, but he took the opportunity to take another shot at the one by the church, and missed again.

    Melvin and Evajean were up, having recovered the bag, and now ran to the truck. Elliot hopped over into the driver�s seat, leaving the passenger door open for them. They�d almost made it, Evajean�s hands reaching out to find purchase on the door�s rim, when the creature by the truck recovered. Faster than Elliot would�ve imagined it capable, it lashed forward, bypassing Evajean and going directly for Melvin.

    The man screamed and held his arms up as the mouth closed over him. It stopped its fall with just his legs still visible and then that lip smacking sound game again. Evajean turned, starting to go back to help him, but Elliot leaned out of the truck and grabbed her, pulling her inside. She fell backwards across the seat just as the creature lifted its head up and away from Melvin. His body stopped at the shoulders, arms and head gone, but from the waste up was only a saliva slick knob of muscle and bone and organs. He tottered and fell, hitting the ground, his top half flatting noticeably with the impact. Evajean coughed and retched, but managed to recover enough to yank the truck�s door closed after Hope had jumped inside.

    Elliot started the truck. The creature not occupied with Melvin�s remains twisted at the sound to look in their direction. It hissed and started forward, slower than before, cautious of the gun. Elliot slammed down the gas, Evajean shouting at him to �go, go!� and he pulled the truck away. The monster that had devoured Melvin looked up now, following the vehicle�s progress. But, just as quickly, it returned to its prize and its companion, after a final screech, snaked its head in and made a grab for Melvin�s legs. The two began fighting then and Elliot kept his foot down, accelerating the truck away from the horror behind.

    �Jesus-� Evajean said. �Did you see that? I can�t believe I saw that.� Her voice was small and she looked out the window while she spoke. The church had fallen out of view some time ago. Somehow, through outright luck, Evajean had Melvin�s map with her and she�d silently handed it to Elliot shortly after they were back on the highway and the threat of the creatures was, at least momentarily, gone. Now he drove in the direction indicated, hoping that it meant a way through the barrier-or anything that would help them do what the book had told them must be done.

    �That was the worst thing I�ve ever seen,� Elliot said.

    Evajean nodded. She was crying.

    �I hate all of this,� he said. But he didn�t, not all of it. The truth was that he felt driven now. The words in the book, the story Melvin had translated, resonated with him. The quest laid out was right and everything he�d been able to think since their escape only made him more sure. It was like discovering you could paint and becoming immediately convinced that the only course of action left to take was to put brush to canvas, abandoning all else. If it�s true, he thought, if that book is right that we�re these mighty and strong people, then it only makes sense that that�s what I need to do. It�s what I was meant to do.

    �But we have to keep going,� Evajean said. �We can�t stop-we know what we have to do now.�

    Elliot looked at her, startled by the repetition of his own thoughts. It�s true. All of it. �We do,� he said. �We�ll follow the map and hope it can find us a way through to Salt Lake City. And then we�ll find museum-or whatever place it is we�re supposed to find-and� I guess we�ll just take it from there.�

    �We don�t have a choice,� she said. �But, you know what, Elliot? I don�t think I want a choice. I mean, even if I had one, if I could maybe just walk away from all this, turn around and go back to Charlottesville, I wouldn�t. I have to see this through.�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said. �Me, too.�

    �It didn�t say anything about Hope,� she said. �The book, it didn�t say anything about dogs.�

    Elliot laughed. �He�s in there,� he said. �I�m sure of it.�
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    The house stood alone in a field of wheat. A dirt road cut through the crop to its front door and it was this Elliot followed as Evajean gazed out the window at the barrier.

    The curtain of light came down directly on the house, cutting it in half. But where it should have pierced the shingles and wood, the barrier sizzled a brighter yellow and pulled back, just far enough to see through. Elliot stopped the truck in the small drive and turned off the engine. He got out, leaning on the open door, and stared at the house. �Melvin was right,� he said.

    They�d driven for several hours, heading northwest as the map indicated, taking the tiny two lane roads that split off from the highway. Eventually, they drove away from everything and entered a wilderness of farmland, without houses or town, gas stations or streetlights. Evajean had spotted the house first, a speck of black on the horizon, standing out against the orange of the barrier and the brown of the land. Elliot drove toward it and Evajean checked the map again and again, making sure this was the right place.

    Now they were here, looking up at the three story dwelling, with faded black walls and a black roof, the windows dark and the porch sagging. This was the way through. It would mean abandoning the truck, however, and whatever supplies they couldn�t carry. And it would mean dealing, in their unequipped state, with whatever lived on the other side of that impossible wall of light.

    �Why here?� Evajean said. Hope had jumped out and was running through the wheat, barking.

    �It must be another waypoint,� Elliot said. �Like in the book, it�s something we were meant to do.�

    Evajean shook her head. �That�s crazy, you know? That all this was planned. How could it have been?�

    �I don�t know. You a believer?�

    �You mean religious?� Evajean said. �No, not really.�

    �Me, neither. But maybe this is what they�re always going on about-the religions. When they talk about God�s plan or a purpose for the universe, maybe this is what they mean. We�re just part of that purpose.�

    �That feels right,� Evajean said. �Which is silly and kind of stupid, but it does. It feels like we are part of something and, you know, there�s nothing we can do about it.� She kicked at the ground. �But, then, we already made up our minds, right? To do this? To follow it through wherever it leads?�

    Elliot nodded. �Yeah. So get the dog and let�s do it. I want to see what�s inside.�

    They decided to look first and come back to gather their belongings if it turned out to in fact be a way through the barrier. Evajean and Elliot made their way over and climbed the steps of the porch.

    The house had an odd smell, mildew and age, but also something sour. The wood under their feet, dark with age, felt almost spongy. Elliot looked at Evajean. She glanced back. And then they both laughed.

    �Right,� he said. �It�s a haunted house.�

    �I know, right?� Evajean said. �What were we expecting? I mean, this is exactly what it was going to be.�

    Hope was sniffing around the edges of the porch, but stopped to bark at them. �Come on,� Evajean said and the dog ran over. She picked him up. �Inside, I guess,� she said.

    Elliot twisted the knob on the front door and pushed. It came open slowly, creaking. �It�s like a funhouse ride,� Evajean said.

    �True,� Elliot said, and then they were inside. The foyer was immense, spreading into a living room with rotted wooden floor and lumps of furniture covered in plastic. The light from outside was bright enough through the windows to make this out, but the house�s interior was still gloomy.

    �The back door,� Evajean said. �It�s probably through there.� She pointed ahead of them, into an area that looked like a dining room and, beyond, a kitchen.

    �Probably,� Elliot said.

    Upstairs, something creaked. Hope barked three times and then turned and ran out the front door. Evajean started for the dog, but Elliot put his hand on her arm. �He�ll be fine. We�ll get him once we�re sure this is the way.�

    She nodded. �What was that?�

    Elliot shrugged. �The house settling? I don�t know. Let�s go.�

    They walked through the dinning room-a row of chairs in one corner, but otherwise empty-and then into the kitchen. The appliances had been removed, or never installed in the first place, and the countertops were cracked, the edges of the formica curling. On the other side was a door with a small glass window through which Elliot could see sky.

    �There it is,� he said. �If that gets us through the barrier, then we�ll go back, get the stuff, and then- I guess then we�ll just see what�s next.�

    �Elliot, this is kind of weird.�

    �What is?�

    �I don�t know,� she said, shaking her head. �It�s just this feeling, like we�re not supposed to go through yet, like there�s something else here.�

    �Where? In the house?�

    Evajean nodded. �You know when you go out to your car and you sit there, about to leave, and have the feeling you forgot something? But you don�t have any idea what it is?�

    �It�s like that? We can look around.� Prophecy, he thought. Prophecy and plans and things that are meant to be.

    �We don�t need to,� she said. She smiled, though the expression was weak and a little forced. �It�s down there.�


    �Where?�

    She pointed. Elliot turned. In a corner, near where the refrigerator should have been, was another door, narrower than the one that lead outside. �I�m pretty sure- No, I�m totally sure that whatever it is I�m supposed to fine, it�s down there.�

    �The basement.�

    �Yeah.�

    �Of a haunted house.�

    She laughed, the fear from a moment ago gone. �Yeah. Exactly where you�d expect it to be, right?�

    �Ladies first?� Elliot said.

    �Sounds good to me,� Evajean said.

    As they made their way down the slim staircase, Elliot let himself ponder just how stupid this was. In the days since they�d left Charlottesville, they�d run into a homicidal woman, packs of crazy people, a town full of, well, even more crazy people, and then otherworldly creatures who�d eaten the only friendly soul he and Evajean had come across. And now the two of them were flippantly descending into a dark basement, armed only with a single rifle that�d be nearly useless in cramped quarters-all for another hunch in a string of hunches bringing nothing but trouble, torment, and death.

    Though embarrassed to even think it, Elliot was kind of glad Evajean was in front of him.
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    At the bottom of the steps, Elliot and Evajean reversed their order. �I can�t go in there,� she said. �What we need to find, it�s down there, but, Elliot, you�re going to have to look for it, okay?� She was nervous, talking fast. �I�m going to go back upstairs, okay? I�m sorry- The tunnels, I keep thinking of them. I thought I�d be okay-upstairs, when everything was funny, I thought I�d be okay, but I can�t-�

    Elliot put his hand on her shoulder. �Go back up. It�s fine. I�ll look around.�

    She smiled and shrugged. �It�s the tunnels- I keep seeing that girl. I tried, you know? I�m sorry.�

    �Go,� Elliot said. �I�ll find it and then we�ll get out of here. Why don�t you go back and get Hope and start gathering things?�

    �Okay,� she said, and headed back up the steps.

    In truth, Elliot was terrified, and angry at her for this sudden change in attitude. Anything could be down here and he had no idea what he was supposed to be looking for. The only thing that kept him from going back up with her-or at least insisting she remained here-was the guilt he�d felt as coming down the stairs and a reenforced need to stick it to their situation, and whatever had caused it.

    �I�m going outside,� Evajean called down to him. �Okay?�

    �Go,� Elliot said again, and meant it a little more now. You can do this.

    At first, the basement was entirely dark except for the faint light spilling from the open door to the kitchen. But then, from off to his right, he thought he saw a flash. Could that be it? A reflection from another of those books, maybe? He started walking in that direction, thankful that the basement seemed empty and uncluttered.

    However, as he shuffled closer to the corner from which the light had come, he found himself stepping through loose dirt, his feet occasionally kicking small stones. He felt around, checking against abandoned furniture or other obstacles that might accompany the increasing mess.

    The dirt and rock soon became thick enough to slope upwards slightly and, when his outstretched hands felt the edges of broken cinder block, Elliot realized he was climbing over the refuse from the digging of a tunnel. The glow might very well have been the arc of a severed wire or an abandoned lamp still lit from the tunnel�s excavation. What the hell is this? he thought.

    He pushed his head into the tunnel. The air had a smell of dust and loam and, just barely, he could feel its movement across his face. Where did this go? The way out? The way through the barrier?

    Buoyed by the craziness of what he was doing, and the feeling of bravery it took, Elliot called into the tunnel. �Hello? Is anyone back there?� He�d forgotten about Evajean upstairs, his body flushed with a sense of rightness, maybe the same sensation Evajean had had when she�d first guided them to the basement. That sense of purpose. He was intoxicated.

    He heard something. Faint, yes, and definitely not words, but a reply to his call nonetheless. A moan from deep in the tunnel, a call weakened by pain, perhaps, and exhaustion.

    �Yes?� Elliot shouted. �Who�s there?�

    The noise came again, louder by the smallest increment, but strong enough to make him sure. He crawled forward with careful haste, his hands waving when each wasn�t the bearer of his weight, feeling at the tunnel�s rough walls, seeking jagged rocks, sharp metal, and any other unseen dangers. Elliot had no idea how great his progress actually was, had no sense of distance is the excavation, but he kept moving.

    Some distance later, the light returned, muted and indistinct, but pulsing rhythmically. Elliot looked back, trying to get a sense of how far he�d come, but the blackness of the basement matched perfectly that of the tunnel. How much further did he have to go?

    Then the tunnel opened and Elliot stood up in a room dug from dirt and rock, though one side bore the convex arc of a concrete sewer main. The pulsing light was heavier, the illumination enough for him to see by, and it seemed to come from a raised stone platform at the opposite end of the chamber. Elliot walked toward it, curiosity sweeping subtly in and momentary clouding any remaining self-preservation instinct he had-any that was left after this newfound grip of external purpose.

    It was a well. The wooden cover lay broken on the other side. Elliot looked down the depth of shaft, trying to pick out the source of the light. And then he saw them. Near one of the pieces of the cover, having tumbled off when it fell, was a pair of glasses, silver with fat lenses of different colors. They twinkled as he bent down to look. Was this what Evajean wanted? He put them in his pocket.

    The glow was harsher now, the rhythm still steady. The pit was silent and then, softly, even comfortingly if in a different context, laughter percolated upward. Confusingly inaudible at first and then louder, the laughter broke into mad giggling. Elliot backed away, tripped over a stone, and fell. He caught himself on his palms, drawing blood, and kicked away from the sound. There was more than one voice in it. Dozens of overlapping children-he was sure they were children-mocking him with sick mirth.

    And then he heard something else, something rising behind the laughter, the sound of an unimagined form climbing out of the well. Elliot scrambled to the tunnel mouth and dove forward, crawling as fast as could in the direction of the basement, paying no heed to protruding dangers in his path. Several time along the way he skinned himself, catching his clothes, and had to stop briefly to get free. He could hear whatever it was-whatever they were-coming after him. There was a wet smack as it breached the top of the well and slid over onto the floor of the chamber. Seconds later, a sticky sliding and scraping came from behind him in the tunnel. The moaning reached him then, the same call that had guided him to this place.

    Elliot coughed heavily as he crawled. The tunnel was filling with dust. Up ahead, he thought he could make out the hole and could see a minor rise in the level of light that meant the basement was close. He pulled his shirt up over his nose and mouth, trying not to think about the new smells the the dust brought, the odors of age and enclosure-and rot.

    At last he pulled himself from the tunnel and ran toward the basement steps. Halfway across the room, he slipped, falling backwards, bouncing his head off the cement floor. Cursing, he rolled over to pick himself up. As he did, light poured from the mouth of the tunnel and a great wave of fifth burst forth, filling the basement, flooding around his knees. With it came the children, all of them no older than toddlers, their faces smeared, their hair matted and patchy, stalking haphazardly from the tunnel.

    Elliot crouched, unable to force his muscles into flight, as the children fanned out and looked back, waiting for something else to make its way through the tunnel and into the cellar. When it finally did, when it squeezed out onto the floor, Elliot shook and called out noiselessly, demanding himself to move, to get out of here, to not think about what was in front of him.

    The thumping, moaning, crying thing slid and rolled across the floor toward him, its adolescent caretakers, hands pressed firmly into its flesh, giggling furiously and tromping along beside like pallbearers.

    Elliot tried to scream but the filth was too thick, flooding into his mouth and reducing him to a fit of convulsive retching. He pulled his legs up under him, trying to get to his feet, and, coughing grime, scrambled upright.

    He smashed a shin in his ascent of the stairs but then was back in the kitchen, turning the corner to the exit, not bothering to look behind him at whatever it was that followed. Broken pieces of plates and bent silverware flew past him, thrown by more of the babies he caught glimpses of, leaning out from cabinets and behind door frames. They all laughed, their child fat shaking.

    Elliot ran, stumbling and off balance, out the back door and along the Elliot path to the gate. Behind him, the children called from the doorway, shouting and laughing as they hurled the pumice rocks that lined the planter boxes.

    Evajean was there, in the backyard, holding Hope, her face slack with terror at what was behind him. �Run!� he screamed at her. �Run!�

    She did and he followed and, as they sprinted through the yard and into the wheat, Elliot realized he had left the rifle somewhere inside. That didn�t matter now and he only ran. And behind them, growing fainter, was the laughter.
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    They ran until they couldn�t run anymore. Elliot heaved, bending over, staring at the dirt. Evajean stopped behind him and sat down. �Jesus,� she said.

    Elliot coughed. He turned and looked at her. He started to say something, but couldn�t. That thing, the odd mass the children carried, was still visible, a ghost before his eyes. Shaking that image proved impossible and it only rolled closer, the children carrying it laughing as they giggled. He felt sick-and terrified to a level beyond anything they�d encountered so far. He retched again, holding his head near his knees.

    �Is that what happened to all of them?� Evajean said. Hope had caught up them and was now in her lap.

    Elliot shook his head. He didn�t understand.

    �The children,� she said. �Is that what they all became?�

    Elliot sat down next to her. His head was clearing. �Could be.�

    �Jesus,� she said. �You think it gets worse now? On the other side of the barrier? You think the barrier keeps things like that in?�

    Elliot shrugged, and remember the glasses in his pocket. He pulled them out and, holding them up to his face, stared through.

    �What�s that?� Evajean said.

    �What I found inside, in the basement. Is it what you sent me down there for?�

    �I�m sorry,� she said.

    �No,� Elliot said. �No, that�s unfair. It�s not your fault. Goddamn, how could anyone have known that thing was in there?�

    �What thing?�

    Elliot realized she didn�t know. She�d only seen the children as he came up the stairs and when they both ran out the back of the house.

    �It was in the basement. I can�t really describe it, Evajean, but it was like the master of those kids. They were its servants, helping it.�

    Evajean blinked, her face pale. �What was it? Was it another of those creatures that killed Melvin?�

    �No.�

    �What was it?�

    Elliot shook his head. �I don�t know,� he said. �It was terrible. This thing, coming at me, moving across the floor- But I don�t know how it was moving, because it didn�t seem to have any arms or legs or- or features, even.�

    �But you got out,� Evajean said. �I�m so sorry for sending you down there.�

    �I found these,� Elliot said and held up the glasses.

    Evajean took them and looked through the lenses. �It�s just blurry,� she said. She put them down. �They�ll have a use later, though, I know it.�

    �So we find a car,� Elliot said, �and we drive to Salt Lake City. We get there and track down this museum or whatever it is and we somehow use these things.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said.

    �And we do this because Melvin read in that book that we�re supposed to, that we have to stop Moroni from doing something. Taking over the world, I suppose.�

    �The Mad King.�

    �What?�

    �That�s what Melvin called him. Moroni. He called him the Mad King.�

    Elliot continued. �And we do all this not just because Melvin read it to us in that book but because we both know-somehow know-that it�s what we have to do. Everything�s-�

    �For a purpose,� Evajean said. �Like finding the waypoints.�

    Elliot nodded. �But how�d we get this purpose? Who gave it to us?�

    �I don�t know,� Evajean said.

    �Honestly, I�d be inclined to think it was all shit, brought on by stress from what we�ve been through. Not all of it, of course. Stress wouldn�t explain the crazies or the creatures or what I saw in that house. I couldn�t possibly explain all that. But it�d be awfully nice to think the rest-this quest, this purpose-was only our brains trying to make sense of things, like a mass delusion. Except I can�t, because of what-�

    �Because of what happened in Nahom,� Evajean finished. �Because you saw me-� She stopped.

    �Because of that,� Elliot said.

    �I think what I really want,� Evajean said, �is to know. Before this ends, I want to know all of it. Whatever chose us owes us that, at least.�

    Elliot stood up and wiped his palms off on his pants. �Then let�s go find the answers. At least now we know where we�re going and there doesn�t look to be anything in our way.�

    Evajean pushed herself to her feet. �Right,� she said. �Let�s go.�

    They walked in a direction they thought would take them to the road. Hope chased along behind.
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    Finding a car proved easy.

    �This is where they all came,� Evajean said, looking out over the rows of vehicles along the sides of the road. All pointed west.

    �To Salt Lake City,� Elliot said.

    �You think so?�

    �Where else? It�s where we�re supposed to go, too.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said, �That makes about as much sense as anything, I guess.�

    �Then let�s grab a car that runs and get going. I don�t know how far it is and I want to find something to eat.�

    And so they walked along the highway, on opposite sides, checking doors and then, if a car proved unlocked, leaning in to see if the keys were still in it. Hope bounced along behind, lending his help by sniffing around undercarriages and between tires.

    It took forty-five minutes for their search to bear fruit. �I found one!� Evajean called and Elliot turned to see her waving from the window of a Subaru Outback, a filthy car with a cracked rear window and rust climbing the side panels.

    �Must not have thought it was worth even locking,� he said and walked over to her. �Did you try the engine?� he asked.

    �No,� Evajean said. �I wanted to wait for you to get here, for good luck.�

    �Oh.� He stuck his head through the window. �It smells.�

    Evajean clapped her hands, rubbed them together, then grabbed the key and turned. The engine kicked and sputtered, but then ran, and Elliot grinned at the black smoke that burst from the car�s tailpipe. He got in. �You�re going to drive?�

    She nodded. �You did all of it before. This one�s automatic.�

    �Sounds good to me,� he said. �You still have the map?�

    She pulled it out of her jacket pocket and handed it to him. Elliot studied the lines of roads, tracing outward from where Melvin had marked the house. �I don�t know,� he said. �It�s not terribly far.�

    �And we just follow this road?�

    �It looks like.�

    �It�s what everyone else was doing,� she said.

    They drove. Neither was worried about running out of gas, because the twin columns of abandoned vehicles stayed with them, stretching endlessly east and west. A couple hours later they passed signs for a truck stop town. Only a few minutes along its main street had them at a small grocery store.

    The place looked like it hadn�t been touched, hadn�t been raided or looted in the aftermath of the plague. The shelves were still full of food in boxes and cans, though the produce had rotted entirely and the smell forced them to keep their shopping expedition short.

    Back in the car, stuffing themselves with breakfast cereal and hard cheese, canned fruit and chocolate bars, Elliot felt himself finally relax. Whatever�s there, he thought, whatever we have to deal with in Salt Lake City, we�ll manage. The images of the thing in the house had left him, though he felt safe assuming they�d make a return when he slept.

    Hope wolfed a can of dog food and Evajean giggled at the dog�s enthusiasm.

    After eating, they stocked the car with supplies, syphoned fuel from broken down pickup truck to fill the Subaru�s tank, and headed back out onto the freeway. Elliot fell asleep within minutes, happy to let Evajean make up for all his driving driving time. Hope wedged himself between Elliot and the console and snored.

    Evajean shook him away some time later. �We�re here,� she said when he sat up.

    �Sale Lake?� He was groggy but refreshed to a degree he hadn�t been since before they�d left Charlottesville.

    �Yeah.� She pointed. �We passed signs a while ago and now, there it is.�

    Elliot looked. He could just make out the bulge of a skyline in the desert. �I slept a while,� he said.

    �Yeah,� she said. �I really long while. But Elliot? Now that we�re almost there, I don�t know what�s next. What�s supposed to happen?�

    He shook his head. �We�ll drive the rest of the way in, see what�s there.�

    She nodded. �Yeah,� she said.

    But they didn�t drive the rest of the way in. Ten miles from the city, both Elliot and Evajean feeling nervous at what might be ahead, they saw the first crazy. A young woman, in designer jeans and an olive hoodie, marched along the side of the road toward Salt Lake. At the sound of their car, she turned and Elliot caught the expected twitching of her mouth as she mumbled persistently to herself.

    As they got close, the woman leaned out at them, reaching with her hands, but then they were past and she waved her arms and screamed.

    �Damn,� Elliot said. �I was hoping-�

    �You think there�ll be more?�

    �Probably.�

    And there were. A quarter mile further along the road was a teenage girl in a prom dress and then an old man stumbling as he pushed a metal walker across the asphalt. The crazies only grew thicker the closer Elliot and Evajean go to the city, until they were forced to take an exit off the highway and into an industrial park. The side road-and the park, from the look of things-seemed free of them, fortunately.

    �Getting into the city�s going to be difficult,� Elliot said as Evajean pulled the car into a parking lot.

    �They�re only on the roads, it looks like,� Evajean said.

    �We�ll stay off them, then. Walk in if we need to.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. Then, �We�ll have to leave Hope here.�

    She was right. They couldn�t trust the dog not to give them away. �I�ll leave him food,� she said, �and a ton of water. He�ll be fine until we get back. We can lock him in one of these buildings, like a trailer or something.�

    �Okay,� Elliot said, convinced they�d never see the dog again. �There�s one over there.�

    Once Hope was secured in the trailer, with piles of food and water poured into every container they could find, they took water bottles for themselves and stuffed them, along with food, into a couple of canvas bags they�d taken from the grocery store. Elliot wished they had backpacks, but carrying even these heavy sacks was better than going thirsty. And they could dump them, too, if it proved easy to find water in the city.

    They waited with Hope in the trailer until dusk came, preferring to make their journey into the city masked by darkness. During that time, they neither heard nor saw any sign of the crazies.
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    Elliot opened the trailer�s door and stepped out. Night�s chill had come quickly and he pulled his jacket tighter around himself. �It�s clear,� he said to Evajean.

    She stepped up behind them, then bent down to hug Hope. �You gotta stay here,� she said to the dog. �We�ll be back, I promise, but you need to stay here.� Hope shoved his head against her hands, but she pushed him back. �Stay.� She pulled the door closed. The dog scratched at the inside of it for a few seconds, but then they heard him wander off into the back of the trailer.

    �He�ll be fine,� Elliot said.

    �Yeah,� Evajean said.

    The walked through the industrial park, between buildings and along fences, toward the city. No lights guided their way, though they could make out the skyline against the clouds and moon. They found a road that lead to the core of the city and followed it. Only once did they see any crazies, and those were some distance away, a pack of half a dozen wandering in circles.

    �It�s like they�re more crazy here,� Evajean whispered.

    She was right. All the crazies they�d met outside of the barrier bordered on not being crazy at all, but in here they seemed dazed and lost, like they truly had gone mad.

    �You think it�s because we�re closer- That we�re getting near something that�s making them that way?�

    Elliot shrugged. �Could be. Things feel different here.� And they did. The air was cold and carried a tension, like electrical lines were nearby, and Elliot could taste something in it, burnt and musty. Both grew faintly stronger as they walked.

    �There�s going to be a lot of them, when we get into the city,� Elliot said. �All those cars, and the ones we saw along the freeway-they�re all going to the city. All of them, all of the crazies and all of the people who are missing.�

    �I wondered that,� she said. �How empty the world was, except for Nahom. And the cars gone, too. It�s like everyone just packed up and came here.�

    �That�s not going to make getting around the city very easy. It may be pretty dangerous to find this museum.�

    �I think we�ll be okay,� Evajean said. �We�re supposed to find it, remember? And the crazies may be on our side, like the ones in the warehouse.�

    Elliot nodded. He still thought of them as the enemy and couldn�t shake that impression, not after what happened in Nahom.

    �Still,� he said, �we should be careful.�

    �Absolutely,� Evajean said.

    They walked in silence then, feeling the change in the air and the weight of the sacks of water.

    They�d gone a half an hour into the suburbs when they saw the woman. A group of crazies had wandered by, walking down the middle of the street and scanning the houses. Elliot and Evajean crouched behind a wooden fence, staying out of sight. The crazies talked to each other in their strange language as they passed. When the pack had gone, Elliot stood up. �It�s only going to get worse,� he said, �the deeper into the city we get.�

    �Just means more being careful,� Evajean said. �I guess it�s good we don�t have Hope with us.�

    They were picking up their bags to continue walking when they heard the snap of branches behind them. Elliot spun, looking into the shrubs that lined the fence at the back of the house�s yard. Evajean jumped up, dropping her bag. �What was-�

    �Quiet,� he said. The noise had definitely come from back there. Someone was in the bushes. For the first time since they�d made it through the barrier, he found himself wishing he hadn�t dropped the gun on the floor in that terrible basement.

    He lifted a water bottle, hoping its weight would lend force to any blow he might need to make. �Elliot,� Evajean whispered, but he ignored her.

    He started across the yard, keeping low. He�d gone half way when the woman fell out from behind a bush and ran toward him.

    �Could it be?� she called. �The Mighty and Strong?� She stopped when she saw the bottle in Elliot�s raised hand. �Please.� She was panting. �I don�t want to hurt you. Oh, I�ve waited so long.�

    Evajean came up behind Elliot and put her hand on his arm. �I think she�s one of them,� she said to him.

    He let the bottle drop. �One of who?�

    �Like Melvin. She�s supposed to help us.�

    Elliot held onto the bottle. He wasn�t up for trusting anyone just yet. �We�re- I guess we�re the Might and Strong,� he said.

    �She�s right,� the woman said. �I am supposed to help you. In fact, helping you is all I�ve been able to think about lately. I can�t get it out of my head, actually.�

    Evajean stepped forward. �Who are you?�

    �My name�s Cassandra Burns. You can call me Cassy. Everyone does- Or did. Everyone did before all this happened.�

    �Have you been here all this time?� Elliot asked.

    Cassandra nodded. �Since it all started. I couldn�t get out if I wanted to, anyway, because of that thing in the sky.�

    �The barrier?� Evajean said.

    �That�s what it is,� Cassandra said. �I didn�t go all the way to it, but I could see that there just wasn�t any way through. Except- The two of you must�ve gotten through, otherwise you wouldn�t be here.�

    �It was a house,� Evajean said. �The barrier went right down the middle of it and we were able to walk through to the other side.�

    �And now you�re here. And I�m supposed to help you.� She suddenly sounded uncertain.

    �Have you been into the city?� Elliot said. He�d opened the water bottle and taken a sip and now he held it out to Cassandra.

    �Thank you,� she said, and drank. �And no, I haven�t been all the way in. There�s too many of them for that.�
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    �We need to get there, though,� Evajean said.

    Elliot opened another bottle of water. �You know where this museum is?�

    There was no confusion. Cassandra had expected the question. �It�s downtown. It�s not going to be easy to get to.�

    �Still, we have to,� Evajean said.

    �You certainly do,� Cassandra said. �It�s where you find the journal.�

    �What journal?� Elliot said.

    �Joseph Smith�s.�

    �Who�s that?� Evajean asked.

    Cassandra Burns rolled her eyes. �The mighty and the strong indeed�� she said. �He�s the one who started all this.� She pointed in the direction of the city. �He was led to the golden plates by the angel, translated them, published the results, and founded the Mormon church. He�s their prophet.�

    �And he�s involved in all this?� Elliot said.

    Cassandra nodded. �I don�t know how, but yes, I think he is. I know I�m supposed to help the two of you find his journal-�

    �Which is in the museum,� Evajean said.

    �-and then I don�t know what happens from there.�

    �Let me ask you something,� Elliot said. �You say you�re supposed to help us, that you knew we were coming. How? How did you know we�d be here? Did someone tell you?�

    �God did,� Cassandra said.

    Elliot blinked. �God?�

    �I heard his voice in my dreams. He kept me alive and safe when everyone else died or went mad. He lead me here, showed me the way that avoided the dangers. Speaking of,� she said, �we should at the very least go inside. I�m not ready to take you to the museum now but I�m also not terribly comfortable standing out here in the open, no matter how much protection I�m getting from God.�

    Cassandra used one of the unopened plastic bottles to break one of the panes of glass in the the house�s back door. When the three of them were inside and had done a search of the place to make sure it was empty of crazies, Elliot returned to his questioning.

    �How do you know it was God?� They were sitting around a table in the kitchen.

    �How do you know anything?� Cassandra said. �I just do. When the Lord speaks in your dreams, you�re left with little room to doubt.�

    Evajean nodded, but Elliot hoped it was only to be polite. �That�s not good enough for me,� he said. �A lot of terrible stuff has happened recently, a lot of people are dead-�

    �And you wonder how God could have allowed that to be?�

    �No,� Elliot said. �I just want to be sure that this thing you heard in your head, that told you to find us and help us, isn�t the same thing that�s behind all of it.�

    Cassandra laughed. �You doubt?� she said. �Everything that�s happened, everything you�ve seen, and you doubt whether it was God?�

    �Yes,� Elliot said. �How do we know it wasn�t-� He turned to Evajean.

    �The Mad King Moroni,� Evajean said.

    �There is a God,� Cassandra said, �and he spoke to me. I have faith in that deeper than the two of you can understand. I know.�

    �What do you know?� Elliot said. �I guess, see, I�m still having trouble wrapping my mind around all of this. People started getting sick, elderly and� and children. Nobody knew what it was but the government told us to stay in our homes and remain calm, and when more people started dying, they began picking up the bodies and taking them somewhere.�

    �To the Hole,� Evajean said.

    Cassandra was watching Elliot and didn�t turn when Evajean spoke. Elliot continued. �As far as we knew, Evajean and me were the only people left in our town, in our state-anywhere. And so we decided to go find this Hole because that seemed like the only thing left to do. Up to that point, you could say it all made sense. I mean, how many times had we heard a plague was going to wipe out the human race? That this one happened to drive people mad before they died-who knows? It could�ve been infecting the brain.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. �That�s why the crazies were shocking but not a total shock, you know? But then we found that town where everyone seemed okay and things just got too weird.�

    �And this has made you doubt God?� Cassandra asked.

    �It�s made me doubt-or be ready to believe, for that matter-pretty much everything,� Elliot said.

    �My knowledge is limited,� Cassandra said, �but I can try to explain as much as I know. My dreams have helped me to learn about these events, and my studies have provided slightly more.�

    �What studies?� Evajean said.

    �That museum you need to get to?� Cassandra said. �I worked there. Early American history. Albeit with a Mormon slant, but that�s to be expected in this town. Not that I bought into any of that-I was raised Methodist and remain to this day-but it was work and I just couldn�t imagine living anywhere else. Now I know why.�

    �That�s one of the things I�m unsure about,� Evajean said. �What does Mormon stuff have to do with all this? You mentioned Smith and his angel, but how�s it all tied in?�

    �Ultimately, I can�t tell you. But there are strong signs of connection,� Cassandra said.

    �What can you tell us?� Elliot asked.

    �Do you know how Mormonism was founded?� Cassandra said.

    �Smith found the book and translated it,� Evajean said.

    �Yes, but do you know how the Mormons say their faith came to be? The underlying mythology, I suppose?�

    �No,� Elliot said. Evajean shook her head.

    �Thousands of years ago, a lost tribe of Israel came to America and settled. This was to be the promised land, where God�s kingdom would be established. Jesus, after his death, showed up in the States to tell the people that. Eventually the people split into two warring factions, however-the Nephites and the Lamanites. The former were the good guys, but they were defeated. God cursed the victors and the Lamanites� skin darkened and they became the Native Americans.�

    �That�s absurd,� Evajean said.

    �Yes,� Cassandra said, �I believed so, too. But now, the signs make me think differently perhaps. I think the Nephites and the Lamanites were real.�
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    Elliot laughed. �Fair enough,� he said. �I mean, that angle, Moroni, gave the book to Smith and we learned he�s got something to do with this. So why not the Native Americans, too?�

    �How do you know they�re real?� Evajean asked.

    Cassandra shook her head. �I heard them. In my dreams at first, I heard them talking. See, Smith said that the plates he got from Moroni were written in what he called �reformed Egyptian.� People, outside of the Mormons, tend to think that�s just something he made up. But I spent a year in Egypt during college as part of my anthropology degree, and while I never learned to speak it, I came to know what the language sounded like. When the dreams started, when God began talking to me, I�d get these images, of war and horrible things. The people fighting, the ones killing each other, spoke in something that sounded almost exactly like Egyptian, but not quite.�

    �You heard it in your dreams?� Elliot said. �That hardly means those people exist.�

    �You�re right,� Cassandra said. �I wouldn�t at all mean they were real. However, my dreams are the only place I heard it. I�m sure, during your encounters with the mad people outside, you heard them talking, to themselves and to each other?�

    �Yes,� Evajean said.

    �I don�t know what they�re saying,� Cassandra said, �but I can tell you with absolute certainty that they�re saying it in reformed Egyptian.�

    Elliot found he didn�t care anymore. The world had gone mad, true, but he had the feeling this woman beat it to the punch. He knew she was important, that she�d take them to the museum to find whatever was in there, but he was tired of what she had to say. It didn�t even matter whether any of it was true.

    �Evajean,� he said, putting his hand on top of hers, �we should either leave now and try to get to the museum before daybreak, or sleep. If we sleep, I want to wait out the day, though, since it�ll be easier to avoid the crazies in the dark.�

    Cassandra pushed back her chair. �Mr. Bishop has a point. I suppose I�m up for leaving now.�

    Evajean nodded. �Might as well,� she said.

    The crazies were thicker closer to the city. Several times during their journey, the three of them had to duck into a house to wait out a pack wandering down the road. Fortunately, most were unlocked. �They�re trusting folk,� Cassandra said.

    She had a good idea of where they were going and Elliot let himself follow, though he remained concerned about just where she might be leading them. A museum, that they all agreed on, but relying on this woman to find it-and to find it safely-had him nervous.

    Without electricity, the city was lit only by the stars and moon in the huge Utah sky. But that wasn�t much, and more than once they almost bumped into a group of crazies before seeing them and had to madly dash to find cover. Elliot was glad they�d left Hope in the trailer.

    �We�re almost there,� Cassandra said after some time. �A couple blocks more and then it�s up to the two of you.�

    �You�re not coming with us?� Evajean said.

    �No, I�m going to wait outside. This thing you have to find, it�s for the two of you alone. I�m not meant to see it.�

    �How do you know that?� Evajean said.

    �The same way I know all of it. Dreams and feelings. I�m quite sure that�s how you two know what to do as well.�

    Elliot nodded. She couldn�t come with them. If he cast his mind forward, imagined what might be inside the museum, he sensed Evajean�s presence, but not Cassandra�s. This was up to them, the Mighty and the Strong-whatever that meant.

    Downtown Salt Lake was odd. Elliot realized he hadn�t been in a large city since this all started, and the total emptiness of it made the buildings feel both larger and closer together, like the walls of a deep and narrow canyon. He�d never been claustrophobic before, but all this glass and steel and stone was making him feel that way.

    �It�s right up there,� Cassandra said after another block. She pointed and Elliot saw it.

    �The art museum?� he said.

    Cassandra shrugged. �I don�t know-but I know that�s it.�

    �She�s right,� Evajean said. �That�s where it is. Where we have to go.�

    �Okay,� Elliot said.

    Cassandra let them go on without her then, saying she�d stay close to watch. �If anyone comes,� she said, �I can try to find you, to warn you.� They left her, standing on the corner. Elliot knew she�d be gone with they returned.

    They glanced around, one more scan for approaching crazies, and ran across the street. He started up the step to the main entrance but Evajean said, �Wait, no, this way,� and took him around the side instead, to a service entrance. It looked like a loading area for trucks, with a metal vertical sliding door-open just enough for the two of them to squeeze through.

    He stood up inside. Evajean had their flashlights and handed one to him. Elliot turned it on and swept the light across the garage. A few boxes and drums were stacked randomly, but otherwise it was empty.
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    �Where do we go?� Elliot said.

    �I don�t know. Do you know?�

    �No.�

    Evajean looked around. �I thought I�d just feel it,� she said. �Like back in the house at the barrier.�

    �Yeah.�

    �But I don�t.�

    �I don�t either,� Elliot said.

    Evajean walked ahead of him, to the back of the garage where a railing ran along an elevated concrete walkway. Two doors were along its far wall and, as Elliot swept his light across them, he could see that the one on the right was partially open. �There,� he said.

    �It�s where I�m going,� Evajean said.

    The garage lead to a large office space, filled with cubicles, and then into the museum proper. They came out behind a ticket desk.

    �You�re not going to like this,� Evajean said.

    �What?�

    �What we�re supposed to find- I�m getting a feeling about it.�

    �Yeah?�

    �From the basement.�

    Elliot sighed.

    �I�ll come with you this time,� Evajean said.

    �Yeah, you will,� Elliot said. �Do you know what it is? What we�re looking for?�

    �No.�

    �But it�s in here, in the museum.�

    �I�m pretty sure it is. Actually, no, I�m positive it�s here.�

    �Then let�s find the basement.�

    Their shoes were loud on the polished concrete floor. The museum wasn�t as claustrophic as Wal-Mart had been, but Elliot still wished there was more light than just the pair of beems from the flashlights they carried. There wasn�t any sign of crazies, no noises or shuffles. Elliot kept their pace up, walking through the wide halls, scanning for signs marked �Basement� or �Storage.�

    �It�s getting stronger,� Evajean said when they gone the full length of one hall and turned left into another.

    �The feeling?�

    �Yeah,� she said. �It�s this way, I think.�

    A smaller passage branched off the main hallway, an alcove of bathrooms, drinking fountains, and a door at the far end without a label. �It won�t be locked,� Evajean said as they approached.

    Elliot looked at her. �You know that?�

    �This feeling, it�s- Elliot, it�s the weirdest thing ever. I�ve done this before, that�s what it�s like. I�ve seen all this or lived it-dreamed it, maybe. You�re not getting it, too?�

    �No.�

    �I wonder why not.�

    �I don�t know,� Elliot said. He remembered her in the middle of Nahom, standing with the golden box over her head, the crazies dying all around them. He remembered what she�d said and the burst of light that followed. What was she? �Let�s try it, then,� he said and reached for the door.

    It fell open at his touch, swinging back on silent hinges. Beyond was a set of stairs leading down.

    �Told you,� Evajean said.

    �I�ll go first,� Elliot said and started down. Unlike the basement of that terrible house, these stairs were solid, industrial grade. They didn�t squeek and they didn�t give under his weight.

    At the bottom, the room opened out onto an expanse of six foot high shelves in rows, filling an area that had to be close to the size of the museum�s entire first floor. On the shelves were cardboard boxes, metal cages, and plastic bins. Stuff between all these were rolls and sheets of paper, some new and others faded and crumbling.

    �Storage,� Evajean said, taking a step past him and looking around.

    �I hope you know where this thing is.�

    �I will,� Evajean said. �I just need to get closer.�

    She walked out into the room, along one of the rows of shelves, and Elliot followed. �You think it�s all the stuff they couldn�t fit in the exhibits?� Evajean asked.

    �Maybe,� Elliot said. He pulled a bin out from a shelf and looked inside. It was filled with packaged of various sizes, from a small as a golf ball up to perhaps a human skull, all wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. He lifted one and found it heavy. �I bet these are rocks,� he said. �Maybe all this is for research. Palentology, archeology, that sort of thing.�

    �There sure is a lot of it.�

    Elliot dropped the package and slid the bin back into place. �You getting anything?�

    Evajean turned to him and shrugged. �Maybe. It�s hard to tell. I wish I knew what it was, what I was looking for.�

    �I don�t think that�d help much,� Elliot said. �Not in all this.�

    �Let�s keep going,� Evajean said. �It�s here, I know that.�

    They�d made it to the end of that room and two-thirds down the next one when Evajean held up her hand. �We�re close,� she said. �It�s like� a tingle, in my hands and stomach. I know we�re close.� She walked to one of the shelves, stopped, shook her head, and headed to another. �Where are you?� she whispered.

    Something crashed upstairs. A bang rattled the ceiling, kicking up dust, and then a tremor went through the room. Evajean stumbled and fell against a shelf before Elliot could catch her. �What the hell was that?� he said when the shaking stopped.

    Evajean stared at him, eyes wide. �Was that- Is there someone here?�

    �Quiet.�

    But there was no further sound. Elliot gave it at least a minute, crouched next to an enormous cardboard box, leaning close to Evajean, a hand on her knee. He tried not to breathe. And he heard nothing. Finally, he said, �It was just an earth-�

    �No,� Evajean said. �No, if it was an earthquake, why�d it start upstairs? Why didn�t we feel it and then have the crash, instead of the other way around?�

    Elliot shook his head. He had no idea. He stood up. �Let�s find this thing before it happens again. I want to get out of here as soon as possible.�

    �We�re close,� Evajean said. She began searching the shelves once more, though faster this time.

    A couple minutes later she called out, �It�s here! Elliot, I found it.� He rushed over. She was pulling a box out from a shelf. Like all the rest, it was cardboard, and about the size of thick hardcover book. The box had been sealed with packaging tape, gone yellow and crackly with age.

    �Open it,� she said, holding it out to him.

    Elliot took it. The box was light and felt slightly damp. He tucked it under his arm. �Outside,� he said. �We�ll open it then. But I want to get out of here, first.�

    Evajean looked disappointed, but nodded. �Okay,� she said.

    They ran back to the steps and up into the little alcove.
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    Elliot sat down. �Here,� he said. �I think it�s safe to open it now.�

    They�d left the museum without encountering any trouble and come outside to find Cassandra gone, as expected. That was her mission, Elliot thought. She did it but she didn�t stick around to see how it turned out.

    Evajean had led them down the street to a hotel and Elliot broke the glass front door to let them inside. Only when they�d found an open room and locked themselves in did Elliot feel comfortable taking out the package.

    Evajean took it from him and turned it over in her hands. �What do you think it is?�

    Elliot shrugged. �Open it.�

    She sat down on the bed and began peeling the tape off the box. �Why�s it wet?� she asked.

    �Basement damp,� Elliot said. �From being down there so long.�

    �But it wasn�t damp down there,� Evajean said. �At least not that I could tell.� She removed the last piece of tape and pulled the box flaps open. She reached inside and took out a black rectangle, a quarter of an inch thick and the size of a paperback book. �It�s a journal,� she said, thumbing back the cover. As she flipped through, a folded paper fell from between the pages, landing by Elliot�s foot. He bent and picked it up, unfolding it across his lap.

    The paper was a large square, eighteen inches on a side, and covered, on both sides and except for a slim margin, with tiny, handwritten symbols in narrow rows. Elliot looked at it briefly and then set it aside. �Who�s is it?� he asked Evajean.

    She turned to the first page and shrugged. �It doesn�t say.�

    �It�s in english, though?�

    �Uh huh.�

    �What does it say?�

    So Evajean read from the small book-and, in the time it took her to do so, many of those questions that had for so long nagged them were horrifyingly answered.
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    �Your grandfather was the prophet of the one true faith.� That was my esteemed lineage, or so my mother told me time and again, whenever the anniversary of his death brought its day of mourning. �Your grandfather was chosen by God to redeem His church and gather His flock in the name of His only begotten son, Jesus Christ.�

    As a child, hearing those words, there was always a degree of disappointment and shame. Why had I not been called to a similar mission. Why did God shower all this attention on my grandfather and none on me? Perhaps it was this resentment that lead me to reject Joseph Smith�s faith, that started me on the path from Mormonism to deism to agnosticism to, eventually, atheism. I admit that as a possibility, but ultimately I must reject it�s truth and hold to the power of my reason. I gave up the faith of my grandfather and of my mother not out of resentment or anger but, rather, because I came to see it as simply false. The fantastic stories they told were just that and the grand cosmology, with it�s three levels of heaven and plethora of gods nothing but flights of the imagination as wonderous as anything from Mr. Wells.

    I was excommunicated on my twentieth birthday. No longer a Saint, I left Utah and moved to New York to attend university. Whatever their degree of truth, the stories of the ancients my mother had read to me from the Book of Mormon found lasting influence, and I decided to dedicate my studies to archeology and classical languages. I found I had a knack for it and rose quickly through the ranks of scholars, eventually securing a professorship at one of the major northeastern colleges. It was years later, during a summer sabatical, that I decided to travel to where my grandfather�s legacy began: Palmyra, New York.

    I am not sure why I did this. Mormonism itself held little lasting interest for me and any spiritual pull it may have had was long usurped by a rationalist world view. Perhaps it was only that consanguineous call so many of us feel when we reach a certain age, the desire to go back to where we came from and see it through older and, in a way, newer eyes. Whatever the reason, that summer saw me renting a small cabin in the forests of western New York, visiting first my grandfather�s home and then-unfortunately, as events would have it-searching for the mythical Hill Cumorah, where he supposedly found those crucial golden plates.

    Knowledge of the location where the untranslated Book of Mormon was dug from the earth died with my grandfather, or at least that was the accepted wisdom of the time. Many argued that there never had been such a place and that the Hill Cumorah was nothing more than another fabrication in a long line by Joseph Smith. This view was the one I held until that summer and it is one I wish I could still hold on to today.

    I will not bore the reader with a detailed account of how I began to track down that legendary spot in the hills outside of Palmyra. Suffice it to say that the process entailed numerous conversations with increasingly country-and unsavory-folks who pointed me to further peers, all wanting some kind of compensation, though usually offering me the choice between turning over money or alcohol. The former seemed to be roundly prefered. This process occupied me for weeks, during which time I was able only to work sporadically on my translation duties for the university. It all came to a climax, however, when an old and dirty trapper, who the locals called Bear, informed me of the things he�d seen while making camp one night at a location deep in the forest. He was sure he could direct me and said he would if only I�d listen to his tale and feed him whiskey while he told it.

    We met on a Thursday evening in an empty farm house Bear claimed was owned by his brother. The house appeared to have not seen use in some time, though. Dust coated the furniture, what little there was, and all of the ground floor windows were cracked or broken. I smiled at Bear and let him seat us at the small table by a cold and empty stove and decided not to press him on the actual owner of this sad dwelling.

    After he�d finished three shots of the relatively cheap drink I�d brought with me, Bear began. �It�s a right nasty thing,� he said, �to see something so awful when you�re all alone.�

    �What�s that?� I asked.

    He leaned toward me, his breath harsh with my whiskey. �Nature. That bloody mother bitch. Horrible, it is, when she tears herself from the earth to hunt.
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    This was not the strangest thing I�d heard uttered during my search for the hill Cumorah. Quite the opposite, in fact. But it was said with an an earnestness that made the remark impossible to brush aside as the simple, drunken ravings of a country bumpkin. I asked him to repeat what he�d said and he did, without a change in either the words or tone.

    �Can you describe it?� I asked him. �Tell me in as much detail as you can remember.�

    The story he told was horrific indeed and, as I listened, I was dismayed to find myself believing him.

    Bear routinely spent a large portion of each year living in these forested hills, hunting and trapping, feeding himself from the spoils and selling what remained to the locals in exchange for occasional shelter and frequent drink. Two years ago had been a particularly warm and plentiful summer and Bear had been living without human contact for nearly a month.

    He�d made camp at the center of a circle of low hills, a place he�d used before since it was sheltered from the wind and fed by a small stream of clear spring water. The sun had just gone down and he was drinking the last of his whiskey before turning in for the night when he heard a terrific cracking sound close by.

    Knowing the danger of falling trees, Bear hauled himself up from his sleeping furs, lit a torch on his campfire, and set out to investigate. Over one low ridge, he thought he could make out a glow of sorts, a pale yellow light defusing through the mist.

    �It could�ve been fire, is what I was thinking,� Bear said. �Fire like that it�d easily bring down trees and be mighty dangerous to a fool like me camping right near it.� He said this with the awareness of one who recognizes his own propensity towards unjustified risk and his eyes flashed at the excitement of the memory. �Times like that,� he said, �I wish I kept a dog. Animals can smell a fire before we can.�

    I poured him another drink. �What did you see when you looked over the crest of the hill?� I asked.

    That glitter of remembrance disappeared from his eyes, which now went hard and cold. �Not a fire,� he said. �It was a pit, you�d probably call it, but to me that thing was nothing but a huge mouth, opening in the dirt. It had teeth of roots and broken logs, lips of moss. It opened-I watched it do that. Wider and wider. And that glow, what was fire when I was in my tent, wasn�t fire but the stuff on it�s tongue. Spit, I guess it was. The tongue licked out of that mouth and it shone like the forges of hell.� He reached for the glass and drank its contents in a single swallow. �That�s not the worst,� he said. �No, it only gets more awful after that.�

    The mouth, as it turned out, was only a portal through which something else came into this world. Bear stayed low along the ridge of the hill, shivering in the wet grass, his torch dropped and forgotten, as the maw continued to expand. The tongue, a fat appendage writhing like some injured beast, lashed at the lips, teeth, and the earth beyond, spreading its luminescent saliva in pools and spatters. After several minutes, this conflagration ceased and the mouth was still. The tongue pulled back inside and the glow began to fade. Bear, focusing whatever nerve he had left, crept closer. He had heard tales of mysterious occurrences in these woods between Palmyra and Manchester, stories of phantom lights and voices, or ten foot tall men walking among the trees. Most of these he never doubted, raised as he was in the backwoods superstition of this burned over district, but even for his decidedly credulous mind, the spectacle he now witnessed was very nearly maddening. The tongue was only gone a short while. The yellow glow dimmed just noticeably before it reappeared, climbing out of the throat, carrying its horrific passenger.

    Here Bear stopped, took another drink, and crossed himself. �You of a religious sort, Mr. Smith?� he asked me. I told him I wasn�t and this seemed to relieve him. �I�d say that�s good for you-if it didn�t mean damnation,� he said. �Good here, at least, because what I�m about to tell you-what I saw come out of that mouth-would wither the heart of any good Christian.�

    At first, all Bear saw was an increase in the strength of the glow. But as it got closer, he could tell that this new light, instead of the prior eerie yellow, was a hateful and malignant purple, like a bruise stretched thin over a candle flame. He pushed himself backwards, away from the opening, but his leg caught and twisted in a thick, rotting branch. Bear sat up to pull his foot free when he heard the sound, a whimpering moan that increased in volume to a thunderous warble not of any animal or man. As he stared in terror, the source of that cacophony rose from the open mouth, riding the tongue like a patriarch on his palanquin.

    �A vicious and terrible beast it was,� Bear said. His complexion had faded to nearly that of a corpse. �A sheep, but none like I�d seen in the fields. This one was monstrous, bigger than even the largest bull in a fair.� The wool hung in mangy clumps, spread unevenly over great knots of muscle. The creature�s mouth was open and the purple light poured forth, along with that awful baying sound. In the still present glow of the tongue, Bear could see that the animal-if it could be called that-was wet with blood. Its eyes were closed as it screamed at the sky. When the full creature finally came into view, Bear saw its sickly white teats.

    Then the tongue stopped and the beast opened its eyes. �And that�s when I began praying,� Bear said. �That�s when I begged God and Jesus to save me from this abomination. Because when those eyes sprung open, they showed the same purple flame and, worse-God so much worse-was that they weren�t the only spot. No, more holes opened, all over the thing�s head, each one with that same light. And I called to God because this thing, this bloody beast, had a wretched halo. This blood anointed lamb was a perversion of the Lamb of God. It was a sick impostor of our Lord Jesus Christ.�
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    I�m generally not one to put too much stock in this kind of metaphorical reasoning, but a bloody lamb with a halo, especially in such otherwise unusual circumstances, was too specific in nature to ignore. And Bear was clearly terrified. He stopped speaking after this last statement and now stared off at some point behind me, eyes glassy, his empty drink shaking in his hands. I was silent a moment before asking, �What happened then?�

    Bear shook his head. �I pulled my leg out and I ran fast as I could away from there. Hid in a little cave I know about and waited for it to get light again. It was a long night, I�ll tell you that.� He went quiet again. When at last he began to speak, his voice was lower, nearly a whisper. �I saw it again that night,� he said. �I tried to sleep but I couldn�t and I kept seeing it, walking through the woods. Once it chased a deer not more than twenty paces from me. The beast was hunting. And even when I couldn�t see it, I could see that light.�

    By morning, the creature had gone and when Bear returned to the place he�d seen the mouth, there was only a burned scar. He collected his belongings and decided to end this particular stint away from civilization. He hiked into Manchester and spent the next week drinking away the remainder of his modest savings. It was during those drunken days that he told the story to everyone who would sit long enough to listen, and it was through those who remembered his tale that I�d found him.

    That was all Bear could tell me. He never went to that section of the forest again and, beyond that week of intoxication, kept the story to himself. Three years had passed without another incident of that sort, though Bear had encountered several more of the usual occurrences, such as the phantom sounds and mysterious lights. These were common enough to the section of New York, however, to raise not even the smallest concern.

    I asked Bear if he could take me to the place where the terrible events had transpired. Initially he refused, saying he�d sworn an oath never to return. The offer of one-hundred dollars-far more than I could afford, but a reasonable sacrifice I convinced myself-changed his mind. �I can take you there,� he said, shaking my hand to seal our agreement, �but I won�t stay the night. That there�s no making me do, no matter how much money you professor folk are willing to hand over.� I told him that would be fine, that all I needed was the location and guidance to it. I�d manage the rest on my own.

    We set a date four days from then for our expedition and I paid Bear a handful more to procure me the necessary equipment for what I hoped would be a fruitful conclusion to my search. Here I must mention that, while I hadn�t quite felt it at any conscious level yet, panic had begun to gnaw at me. My grandfathers stories, I was sure, were simple fabrications and my attempt to find the hill Cumorah, the place he had supposedly dug up the golden plates containing the Book of Mormon, was a means of proving that to myself as well as, in some fashion, reconnecting with my heritage. I am, after all, just two generations removed from a man countless hard working, honest, and intelligent Americans believe is a prophet as significant as Jesus or Muhammad. Joseph Smith may actually be little more than a charlatan who convinced himself of the truth of his own lies, but he�s a charlatan with a following greater than any in recent history. And he�s my grandfather. No matter how far I remove myself from his legacy, I am still a part of it.

    The idea, then, that there might be some truth to Joseph�s claims-that the woods between Manchester and Palmyra where he writes of his supernatural experiences occurring could, in fact, be filled with mysteries beyond the comprehension of man-shook my foundations as a man of reason. What was out there in that terrible world where Joseph had his visions? I confess I was nervous about finding out.

    I met Bear at the prescribed time and, true to his word, he brought with him the implements I�d need to last several days alone in the forest. We packed these into large sacks and lashed them to our backs before beginning the march towards whatever might await us. Bear told me the journey would take us the rest of that day and the better part of the next. He�d likely leave me with only a few hours of daylight left to make camp and prepare. The prospect of the loss of daylight without preparations for the night completed was not encouraging.

    We set out and I must admit Bear�s company had a certain rustic joviality, an unlettered coarseness I found immediately appealing. He told me of his time growing up in the near wilderness, of his father, a preacher who�d died young, and his mother, as hard working a wife as one was likely to find. Bear received no schooling to speak of, but his uncle on his father�s side was a seasoned trapper and he�d take his nephew out with him, teaching him the trade. �Good thing, too,� Bear said, as we sat drying in the sun after stumbling through a small stream. �My mother, bless her to the ends of the earth, she decided one day she�d had her fill of the hard life and when another preacher came through, she dropped it all and ran off with him.� He laughed. �Can�t blame her.�

    Bear�s story continued through most of our journey in a wonderfully told series of anecdotes and tall tales, until eventually we had to cease our trek for the night. The following morning was much the same, however, and, by the time Bear announced we�d arrived at our destination, I was finding myself anxious for the approaching solitude. Bear offered to stay with me until darkness came, to show me around the area. I declined, telling him I didn�t want to force any particularly terrible memories upon him, not so near to the place his brush with the supernatural had occurred. He nodded, relieved, and took his leave of me. My afternoon was spent walking alone through the immediate area, enjoying the sights and sounds, and occasionally making notes in my journal.

    When night came, I made camp, erecting the tent Bear had provided and following his instructions until I had a healthy fire going to ward off the night�s chill. While I was excited at the prospect of witnessing some occurrence similar to the one my grandfather wrote of, a part of me held out hope that my fire pit would be the only I�d see that night.

    As luck would have it, that�s exactly what happened. I kept myself awake for as long as I could, walking a small circuit around the crests of the hills my tent rested at the center of, but it quickly became too much for a body used to the finer accommodations and relaxed lifestyle academe affords. I fell asleep. My dreams were troubled with images of faceless people talking and running and fighting while what I can best describe as ghosts floated nearby. None of them saw me, but I remember the feeling of terror at the thought that they would. I awoke just after dawn, still tired, my muscles aching.

    I wish now that I�d been better able to sleep, because it would have made the events of that day easier to cope with. I made myself a small breakfast and decided to move my camp to the very spot Bear had seen the mouth. I couldn�t be certain any new display would happen in the same location, but then the only thing lost would be the time and effort involved in packing and unpacking my equipment.

    The scar was as Bear had described it. The ground looked long ago burnt, like a huge fire had been build and the ashes partially grown over. I pushed away the vegetation and cleared the area of broken branches and one moss covered log. Then I setup my tent, with the canvas floor resting right across the top of the damaged earth. I knew this might be an imprudent decision, for what if the mouth opened again, directly beneath me as I slept? I cannot tell you why I refused to take the risk seriously, only that I was aware of something I can�t describe telling me it was the right thing to do.

    It was. I explored the woods that day, finding nothing except for several strange carvings on perhaps a dozen trees. They appeared to be runes of some sort, in a circle, and ranged from relatively fresh-the exposed wood browned, but still noticeably lighter than the surrounding bark-to ancient. I had no reason to think they were related to the purported experiences of my grandfather, but I made careful drawings of them, nonetheless.
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    I�d take the rune transcriptions back to the university with me and have other professors within the antiquities department look them over. They were clearly outside of my area of expertise. While I now know better, the safest bet at the time would have been to attribute the inscriptions to one of the many primitive tribes who had populated the area before the arrival of the civilizing whites-and blame any tribal stragglers or local copycats for the newest carvings.

    When the sky began to deepen in color, I set about preparing my camp for the night�s sleep. The unsucessful stakeout of the previous night had me worried, but I remained convinced that proximity to the scar would assure a supernatural experience, if one was to be had at all. I ate a small meal, my nerves forcing my stomach to reject anything more, and then lay awake, staring up at the glow of the moon through the canvas of my tent.

    I must have fallen asleep, because I can remember being awakened by the odd and terrifying sensation of the ground shifting underneath me. I sat up, startled, and realized what was happening: the mouth was again opening, with me on top of it. I scrambled out of the tent, for a horrible moment getting caught in blankets, and was then outside, dashing up the hill to safety. While my back was still turned, my palms and knees muddy as I crawled, the light came, erupting upward from the mouth.

    I forced myself to crest the hill and duck into the coverage of some low bushes before turning to take in the sight. The mouth had opened fully and my tent consumed, with only a corner flap of canvas protruding. As I watched, the mouth finished its growth and that awful tongue Bear described climbed forth, carrying its expected passenger.

    I will apologize now for the potentially incoherent nature of what follows. As a man of science and history-and, more significantly, a man without religious faith-I had long believed that the human mind was capable of wrestling down anything nature might confront it with. The intellect eroding beasts and gremlins of the supernatural were only pits in our understanding. With sufficient tools for learning and the degree of knowledge they afford, we might come to grips with the paranormal-the unexplained-and expose it for baseless mumbo-jumbo.

    This conviction, so crucial to my own sense of place in the universe, was deeply shaken, if not outright destroyed, by the events I witnessed in those woods-and the terrible research and exploration I conducted following. You hold in your hands the result and it is my hope that reading it will not do the same to you as has been done to me. These are terrifying times in which we live and, if what I�ve learned proves true, there are only greater terrors in our future. I pray to whatever good may be out there to stand strong against the evils I�ve only recently discovered. Humanity, no matter our countless faults, deserves better than what I fear is coming to us all.

    But that is enough. The best way to prevent an apocalypse is to share my knowledge and share it quickly. I�ll let the proceeding pages provide their own reason. I only ask that you believe their words. I am not insane, nor am I a fantasist like I so often accused my grandfather Joseph of being. I�ll tell my tale as I remember it.

    The sheep-or goat, it being deformed enough to make identification difficult-ignored me, instead walking off in a direction my compass briefly indicated was east. I say briefly because the magnetic pull of the earth had suddenly become inconsistent and the needle swung erratically before settling on east for only half a minute. Then it resumed its apparently random rotation. I waited until the demonic beast had gone a good distance before I worked up the nerve to follow.

    Its path was not straight, nor was it entirely random. Instead, the creature seemed to be following some unknown purpose, looking for something hidden. I remained as far back from it as I could manage without losing its trail. There were several times I had to convince myself to continue, for the thought of what the beast might do if it turned around and saw me intruded constantly. What was this thing? Was that opening what it immediately appeared to be, a terrible mouth leading to the very stomach of Hell? I still cannot say, even after my subsequent research, and I now imagine there are certain questions none of us are meant to have answers to.

    The beast carried through its exploration for a good hour, stopping only once to leap upon a deer foolish enough to wander near its path. The poor animal was not so much eaten as consumed, the demon sheep falling on it and pinning it down, while its hellish flesh seemed to burn through the deer, giving forth an awful cloud of smoke and a grayish seepage that ran out and soaked into the earth. When the beast finally stood, all it left behind was wet earth and a few nubs of corroded bone. I felt sick at the sight, but forced the bile down, mouth held tightly closed to keep from making even the smallest sound. Finished with its meal, the beast continued its search and I followed as before, though with perhaps a degree more fear troubling my bowels.

    Eventually the beast found what it was looking for. We emerged over a low hill-fortunately tree covered to keep me safe from accidental view-and into a surprisingly gorgeous valley, the overflow from a small and clear spring trickling through it to the east. At the bottom, nestled into the side of the opposite slope, and beneath the roots of a huge and ancient tree, was the mouth of a cave. This last was hidden, however, and I noticed it only because the beast made right for it, digging at the overhanging vines and creepers with its nose until it had exposed the dark opening.

    I crouched low, watching this scene, wondering what could be in that cave that such a monster would spend so long searching for. Surely not just food? After a minute of rooting at the entrance, the beast pulled back, kicked its feet, and then charged forward, running through the opening and squeezing the whole of its terrific bulk inside. I gasped. Surely the beast was too large to fit in that cave. But equally surely, that creature was not of an entirely natural sort and so could not be expected to abide by the laws of nature and science-and size-as I understood them.

    I was not going to follow it in. No matter how great my curiosity, no matter how burning my desire to find out where it had gone, I could not justify the risk of finding out what horrors might await me just past the mouth of that cave. Instead, I decided to wait, for unless the passage beneath the hill lead to another exit somewhere else in the forest, the beast would have to emerge here again and I could then resume tracking it.

    I sat for hours. I can�t say exactly how long it was, but the sun had begun to come up, the sky turning a faint bluish orange, before I saw anything from the mouth of the cave. I sat up at the first shaking of the leaves and leaned forward. I�m not sure what I expected but it certainly was the not being that emerged from that small opening.

    A man in white walked out of the cave, seeming to grow in size as he did until he stood perhaps twice my height. I was backing up, trying to get away from the thing, when it looked directly at me and held out its hands, gesturing me to come forward. I did. I can�t explain why, but like sleeping on the mouth, going toward that phantom man seemed exactly the proper action to take. I climbed down the hill until I stood at its feet.

    The creature-demon or angel, I knew not-seemed surprised at my presence. It asked me if my name was Smith and, when I said it was, the being appeared to relax. �I had thought you dead,� it told me, and I realized it had somehow mistaken me for Joseph Smith, Jr., my grandfather. There is a strong family resemblance, I admit, but I believe that, too, the creature had little experience with humans. In effect, we all look very much the same in its eyes.

    �Why have you returned?� it asked me. �The time has not yet come.� Its voice sounded broken and muffled and forced, as if it were speaking through a mouth that had only recently come to be used for a such a purpose. I could feel each word deep in my stomach.

    �I was searching,� I said, stumbling through the short sentence. I had to answer it satisfactorily or, I was convinced, it would kill me-or drag me to whatever awaited on the other side of that awful mouth from which it had come. �For� For you.�

    �The time is too early for that, Smith,� it said.

    �Too early?� I asked.

    �You grow impatient, as your kind so often do. You cannot wait the necessary time for what is prophesied to come about. You feel the need to rashly drive events forward.� And then it laughed. I fell backwards in horror at the sound. �You will be dead before I return again,� it said. �You will not experience my glory.� It paused. �Have you done as I asked?�

    �Yes,� I said, for it was all I could think to say.

    �The message spreads then.� It nodded. �Good. Your flock will grow. Your faith will cover the earth and shall make my return-my victory-all the more grand. A god needs his followers, no?�

    �Of course,� I said. �He definitely needs them.�

    �There shall be war,� the creature said, ignoring me. �I will have need of a great army. It is you, Smith, who have provided it. Your faithful will be the vessels for my minions. And for that I shall give you prime place by my side as I rule this world. When I and my army have eradicated the scourge of my enemy, driven out that foul demon Yahweh, murdered him, and desecrated his corpse, then I will furnish you with your deserved reward. You shall witness the rebirth of Moroni�s kingdom. Can you wait? Can you be patient?�

    �Yes,� I said. The creature nodded and turned away, but I stepped forward. �Where are you from?� I asked it.

    The being looked at me for a moment before answering. Then it said, �Worlds beyond these.�

    I did not know how to respond, nor did the mysterious being give me the opportunity to. Instead, it walked away from me, shrinking in size, until it vanished through the mouth of the cave. I didn�t bother running to look for it. It was gone.

    Entirely unable to return to sleep-and missing my tent and bedding-I began the hike back to the village. I let my path take me by the scar and that was again all it was: the mouth had closed with no trace of its supernatural occupant. The journey was not easy and I started and jumped whenever some unseen thing in the forest snapped or rustled.

    But I did survive the experience, even if my mind was irreparably shaken. I made it back into town, found a comfortable room for rent, and fell almost immediately into a long and dreamless sleep.

    And that is where I shall end my tale. The remainder of this journal is not my continuing adventures, so to speak, but instead a summation of my discoveries in the subsequent months, an exposition of what I learned as I sought to make sense of what I�d seen. I cannot speak to the entirety of its truth, for none if it is corroborated outside of my own rather mad experiences and similar ones from potentially untrustworthy characters such as Bear. But the story I have managed to piece together is terrible enough that, if even a portion is true, I can manage nothing but pessimism for the future of my race.

    It all begins with my grandfather, Joseph Smith, Jr., for whom I was named. It is the true and hidden history, as I understand it, of that great religion he founded, the Mormon faith. I do not know who will read these words, when they will be read, or even if this journal will see human eyes again. I can only hope that its contents find a sympathetic ear and that you, reader, will take them seriously, for the very future of humanity-mine, yours, and everywhere we exist and thrive-is at stake. The Mormon Church is a fraud built upon a horrible lie. Its very mission, one undreamed of by all its living followers, is the subjugation of this realm, this universe, to an evil of unimaginable scale.

    Fear the Mad King Moroni, for his return is at hand.

    

****

    

    Elliot stopped and looked up.

    �Is there more?� Evajean asked. She was leaned back on the bed, propped up on her elbows, and the room around them was quiet and dim.

    Elliot set the book down on the stretched bedspread next to him and stood up. �Yeah,� he said, �there�s more.�

    �Are you gonna read it?�

    �In a minute,� he said.

    �Okay,� she said, and pulled her arms our from underneath herself, falling back until she was lying across the bed. �I don�t know how much of it to believe, how much of it is just made up. I mean, it could be the whole thing.�

    �I believe all of it,� Elliot said. �Every last word.�

    �But you really think he�s right about even the church? That all of Mormonism is caught up in this Moroni�s plans? I mean, I remember seeing commercials for them on television.�

    �I don�t think they know,� Elliot said.

    �That�s nuts.�

    �Yeah, it is.�

    �And is that what the crazies are? Moroni�s army?�

    �They came back and took over the vessels,� Elliot said. �That�s what we saw in the caves under Nahom. Those ghosts floating behind and above the people-those were Moroni�s soldiers.�

    �They were possessed.�

    Elliot nodded. �I think so.�

    �What are we supposed to do, Elliot? Are we still the ones mighty and strong? I mean, what are those? We�re not supposed to fight Moroni, are we?�

    �I have no idea.�

    �Will you do the rest now?�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said. He sat down, picked up the journal, and continued to read.
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    There is hope, gentle reader-though I fear it is slim, indeed. Moroni�s return seems inevitable, but with luck he can be defeated, either killed or driven back to the dimensions from where he came.

    Let me begin by telling you what I know of Moroni, called �The Angel� by the modern church, but elsewhere granted the title �The Mad King.� He-it-is an awful creature, a demon birthed on a plane far removed from our own. He is not of this world, but he desires absolute power over it, and drove Joseph Smith to create the Mormon faith so as to further that goal.

    My grandfather was a pawn in Moroni�s plans. I have every reason to think the stories he told of angelic beings coming into his room, of meeting them in the woods, and even the discovery of the golden plates, were true as far as he had knowledge of them. Moroni showed him the untranslated Book of Mormon, except that the story contained within was nothing more than a fictional account designed to launch a great religion. By opening themselves up to him, making their minds available through faith, the subsequent generations of Mormons could function as conduits through which Moroni�s hoards might return to this world.

    I have come to learn that the conspiracy reaches farther than that single Christian sect, however, and in fact includes the whole of its mother religion, and even those related to it by the book of Yahweh. You see, it was Yahweh who first moved to solidify a hold on the earth, and he did so by spreading his name via the lips of countless faithful.

    Neither Moroni nor Yahweh are gods as we use that term. (I have come to doubt whether such a thing as �god� even exists.) Instead, they are best described as demons: extra-dimensional beings who have warred for eternity and have, in part, used our world as their killing field. More about their nature I do not know and I imagine grasping it fully would prove impossible, just as it is impossible to understand the whole of the heavens. Our minds reach only so far.

    What little more I can state of the matter is that there exists two competing armies, one under the command of Moroni, the other lead by his nemesis, Yahweh. Moroni�s legions are the Nephites, a people key to the Book of Mormon, though very different than their portrayal would suggest. They are not the original inhabitants of this continent but, instead, alien creatures who have walked these lands in the past and hope to do so again in the near future. Yahweh�s armies are the Lamanites, those cursed and declared evil in Smith�s text. Neither Nephite nor Lamanite is likely the true name of these varieties of creatures, but I�ve discovered no others and so am forced to continue to use them. We should not fall into the trap of placing our faith in Yahweh simply because we know Moroni�s nature. Both beings seek only our subjugation, and both would destroy us all if given the chance.

    Hope instead rests with the One Mighty and Strong, a term out of Mormon scripture for the one who will come to see the faith through the end times. I have been able to discover little more except that Moroni appears terrified of him. This I learned from a drunk I spoke with in a back alley in Boston, a man of considerable years who had spent most of them staring into the end of a bottle. I�d found him when my inquiries reminded a visiting professor of a story he�d once heard about an elderly tramp who�s mad rantings had caused terror throughout a sizable portion of New England. After meeting the man, I have to wonder about the sensibilities of the region, if they are so easily spooked by such a seemingly harmless merchant.

    Regardless of his reign of terror, the drunk, when I met him, exhibited all the usual signs of excessive and prolonged alcohol intake. He mumbled through his interview with me, but I was able to extract enough information to recognize the significance of this prophesied savior Joseph Smith, Jr. first spoke of in 1832. It is my view now that the One Mighty and Strong is not meant as a hero to Mormonism but is, in fact, the ultimate weapon against the tyranny of Moroni and Yahweh. Moroni sent the particular vision to Smith, working the myth of this person into the Mormon belief structure, so as to excite believers and, in a sense, place them on a lookout should the One appear. Identifying him would then make him easier to dispatch, thereby preventing Moroni�s downfall. Unfortunately, that is all I can say. The drunk man was found dead the following morning, his frozen body propped among some trash in one of the many alleys he called home. I have no evidence, but I suspect foul play.

    I implore you, reader, to search this being out. Find the One Mighty and Strong and take whatever actions necessary to assure his survival and victory.

    Enclosed with his journal is a document sent to me by post just two weeks ago. It is my grandfather�s handwriting, I�m sure, but, as is clear, the text is not a language currently known. I�m inclined to believe it is the same alphabet as the purported Book of Mormon and, if so, only my grandfather�s seeing stones, the Urim and Thummim, can read it-for these are what he used to do his translating. Find them. Discover his message. And put a stop to the conquest of Moroni and Yahweh. This I beg.

    

****

    

    �Jesus,� Elliot said, letting the journal fall.

    �It�s us, isn�t it?� Evajean said. �That�s what Melvin said. The writer has is wrong. It�s not the One Mighty and Strong, but the Ones. You and me.�

    Elliot nodded. �We were meant to find this. Everything, all your hunches, all those times when what we did just felt right, it was all to lead us to this.�

    �The glasses!� Evajean said. She jumped up. �Where are they? The ones you found in the house.�

    Elliot reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled them out. The two large lenses, one gray and the other blue, caught the moonlight from the hotel room�s window.

    �That�s them,� Evajean said, excited. She leaned forward, taking the glasses from his hand. �The Urim and-whatever the other one was.�

    �Thummim.�

    �Give me that,� Evajean said, pointing toward the folded sheet of paper. Elliot picked it up and handed it to her. She put the glasses on, the huge lenses bulging out from her eyes, and held up the sheet. She studied it for a moment, turned it around, then turned it back. �I don�t see anything,� she said.

    �Nothing?�

    �I can�t see through these things,� she said and took the glasses off.

    �Here,� Elliot said, and took them from her, along with the paper. He set the sheet in his lap and was lifting the glasses to his face when he stopped.

    �What?� Evajean asked.

    Elliot was silent. He leaned down, the glasses still in his fist. �I can read it,� he said.
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    I am not a bad person. Raised poor, uneducated, and an occasional charlatan, yes, but I am not a bad person. The insects that eat at my corners try to tell me otherwise, but I don�t listen. I am not a bad person.

    When God speaks, you have no choice but to listen. I know. I�ve seen his face and felt the heat it radiates. I have believed.

    Kill him. That is what you were made to do. The One Mighty and Strong is eternal weapon against the darkness. Moroni cannot stand against it.

    I remain ignorant of the weapon�s genesis. I do no know who created you. But I perceive your purpose. And, because I am not a bad person and because I recognize the horrors I have helped to advance in this world, I today set in motion events I hope will lead to Moroni�s destruction at your hand.

    A small group of my followers have been informed of the truth. They have been taught the secrets. They and their descendants will harbor and protect those who might become the One Mighty and Strong. Moroni will do everything in his power to stop them, but he will fail. I have enough faith left to know that.

    Only you can read this. Only you can use my seeing stones. You are Mighty and you are Strong.

    I tremble as I write this. I feel Moroni�s forces gathering. He is coming for me. I fear I have little time left.

    Kill him.

    Your humble servant,

    Joseph Smith, Jr.

    

****

    

    Elliot finished reading. They both sat, silent and terrified.

    After some time, Evajean said, �How did you come to Charlottesville, Elliot?�

    He looked at her, confused.

    �Just tell me,� she said.

    Elliot shrugged. �My wife. It was Clarine�s idea. She wanted to move and we did.� He shook his head. �But we talked about this already.�

    �Yeah,� Evajean said. �But it was Henry who suggested Charlottesville for me. He�s the one who said we should move there and he�s the one who picked out that house. I didn�t even like it very much but Henry insisted. Do you see what I�m getting at?�

    �No.�

    �Who told you to buy that house on that street?�

    Elliot thought about it. �I guess it was Clarine.�

    �Right,� Evajean said. �Of course it was. Don�t you see, Elliot? Smith said there�d be people who�d protected the Mighty and Strong and that�s us. We know that. It�s us and, for it to work, we have to be together. We couldn�t fight Moroni if we never found each other. You think it�s just coincidence we ended up living right across the street? I sure don�t.�

    �I don�t-�

    �Think about it. We have to be together, we have to meet. And we live totally apart, in different states. Out of now where, my husband says we have to move to Charlottesville. I mean, who�s ever heard of Charlottesville? And your wife does exactly the same thing. She tells you to pack up, that the family�s moving to Virgina? That�s not the kind of thing that normally happens. Henry and Clarine were in on it. They were part of Joseph Smith�s little secret.�

    Elliot was quiet. He knew she was right but he hated believing it. Clarine was his wife. She�d given him Callie. She wasn�t some secret agent, damn it, wasn�t a religious lunatic. But it all made sense. She�d come to him, after all. She�d asked him out.

    Evajean was pacing. �And that explains Melvin and Cassandra, too. How far does it reach?� she said.

    �What do you mean?�

    �Well, the journal told us it�s not just Moroni, but Yahweh, too. And Yahweh�s the name of God for Jews and Christians, right? How many people are Jews and Christians, Elliot? How much of the population?�

    �A lot.�

    �Yeah. Almost all. And that means almost everyone in the government, too.�

    �The Hole��

    �Right.� She sat down on the bed. �What if the government, the people in it, somehow knew what was happening. What if they knew Moroni�s army was coming back, that it was taking people over. Then they�d try to stop that from happening. Because they�re Christian and Jewish, after all. Not Mormon. How many Mormons are there in the government?�

    �I don�t know.�

    �But there�s way more Christians and Jews.�

    �I�m sure.�

    Evajean stopped. �But hold on, that doesn�t make sense. They were taking the bodies to the Hole, the people who were already dead. So why even bother? It�s not like dead people are a threat.�

    �Those dead people weren�t Mormons,� Elliot said. �The journal told us Moroni started the religion to make his faithful open to the arrival of the army. My guess is that means the only people these Nephites could possess would be Mormons-�

    �Yahweh!� Evajean said. �What if the people who died were on Yahweh�s side? What if they were possessed by the other ones, the-�

    �Lamanites.�

    �Them. And, here, think of it like this: Sure they�re dead, but that could just be the bodies. The Lamanites might still be in there, trapped or something. They could get out. So Moroni�s people took them to the Hole to be destroyed.�

    �You�re saying the whole thing was engineered by his people? That the collection of bodies and transporting them was a big plot?�

    She nodded. �It has to be, Elliot. What other explanation is there?�

    Elliot shook his head. �It�s an awful lot to buy. And it leaves open the question of the crazies.�

    �They�re- We�ll, there�s some who tried to help us, but other ones, like the lady in Wal-Mart, tried to kill us.�

    �Are they the ones who survived the possession?� Elliot said.

    �Yeah, maybe. You think some of the crazies are Lamanites, on Yahweh�s side, and some are Nephites on Moroni�s side?�

    �Could be.� Elliot stood up. �But regardless of any of that, we have to decide what we do now.�

    Evajean looked at him. �Are you serious, Elliot? We know exactly what we have to do.�

    He stared at her.

    �We have to kill Moroni,� Evajean said.
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    Moroni was here, in this world. Both of them knew it as soon as they�d been made aware of the true nature of their quest-the true nature, in fact, of their very purpose. Furthermore, he was in Salt Lake City. That was why the barrier they�d passed through had been erected and why the crazies had migrated here. The Mad King had established his earthly kingdom and Elliot and Evajean were on its outskirts.

    �He could be at the temple,� Evajean said. They were standing in the hotel lobby, looking out at the dark and empty street. �The big one you see in pictures.�

    Elliot thought about this. Back in the hotel room, they�d quickly come to the conclusion that gathering weapons for some sort of assault would be meaningless against an enemy such as Moroni. Instead, the two of them would have to rely on prophecy, taking as truth what they�d read in each of the Smiths� writings. They were meant to destroy Moroni and everything they�d done until now lead them to that confrontation. Guns wouldn�t matter, neither would strategy or tactics. If they had within themselves the power to defeat this otherworldly being, then they would defeat him. But if he and Evajean were not the Ones Mighty and Strong, then no amount of preparation would make any difference.

    �I don�t think that�s where he�ll be,� Elliot said. �When the Mormons came here, when they built this city, they were coming to something.�

    �The salt lake.�

    �There could be something special about it.�

    �The Hole,� Evajean said.

    �What about it?�

    �In the earth. The great salt lake is what, Elliot? An enormous hole in the earth.�

    That sounded right. Again, �right� was a product of a deep feeling, a sense of what was and always had been proper, like being drawn to water when you�re thirsty. �That�s where we have to go,� he said.

    �Yeah,� Evajean said and her voice sounded both excited and small.

    They left the hotel and with it the journals, which remained behind on the bed in the room. Neither noticed their absence but, if they had, they would�ve known that those messages from the past had fulfilled their purpose. Now the only purpose left to see completion was the one that had driven the lives of Elliot Bishop and Evajean Rhodes.

    �Is it far, do you think?� Evajean said after they�d walked west for several minutes.

    �It probably is.�

    �Will we make it by morning?�

    �Yes.�

    The city was empty. They neither heard nor saw any sign of the crazies and, the further they walked, the more convinced Elliot became of Evajean�s theory about the Hole. That�s where the crazies had gone and that was where they�d find Moroni.

    They stopped after a couple of hours to rest. Evajean pulled her jacket tight in the night chill. �Are you scared, Elliot?� she asked, looking not at him but out across the city and in the direction of the lake.

    �Yes,� he said.

    �I am, too. I keep thinking how insane this all is, everything that�s happened. I don�t want to believe it. I want to think that I can just turn around and go home and Henry will be waiting for me-and that we can bring a bottle of wine over to a barbecue in the evening at your place, with Clarine and your daughter there. You�ll cook some of those steaks and maybe I�ll have a drink, but not as much as before. I think how wonderful that would be, and it makes me scared and sad.�

    Elliot didn�t respond. His stomach had twisted as she spoke. He turned his face away from her.

    �It was all so beautiful then,� Evajean continued. �Before. But I know that if all this is true, if everything we read isn�t just stories made up, and if we really are the Ones Mighty and Strong, then that beauty was false all along. Because no matter how good things were, there was still Moroni and there was still Yahweh. And all of this was going to happen no matter what we did.�

    �Except stop believing,� Elliot said. He turned to face her and she did the same. �It�s belief they needed to do this. If we�d stopped believing��

    �Stopped believing in what, Elliot? They were there. They were real. You can�t stop believing in something if it�s really right there in front of you.�

    �That�s not what people believed in,� Elliot said. �They didn�t go to church worship Moroni and Yahweh, the demons from outer space. They went because they believed in God. That�s what the demons used-that faith. They needed it to keep people�s minds open so they could make the crazies when the time came. If we�d rejected that belief��

    �I just want things back the way they were. I really do.�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said.

    �But I don�t hate them.�

    �Who?�

    �Any of them. Any of the people who believed and, I guess, kind of caused this to happen. I can�t hate them. They believed what they did for love.�

    �A lot of people have believed a lot of things for love,� Elliot said. �That doesn�t make any of it right.�

    Evajean nodded. �But it makes it more okay,� she said.

    Elliot shook his head. He didn�t know how to respond and he didn�t want to. What mattered now was just the road in front of them, the last miles until the water-and whatever they might find there. �We have to see this through,� he said, standing up. �Come on, let�s go.�

    She followed him, and kept any further thoughts on the matter to herself.

    Some time later-Elliot had lost track of the hours, and distance was impossible to judge in this unfamiliar city-they saw the first of the crazies. It was a young girl, and she stumbled down the middle of the same street they were on, in the same direction toward the lake. Elliot noticed her when they came around the side of a van abandoned across the road. They�d emerged out of the city proper and were following a two lane highway that arced in the direction of the salt lake. Elliot had broken the glass door of a gas station and found a map of the city. It showed this road taking them right up to the shore and then along it.

    Elliot grabbed Evajean and pulled her down to the curb. Startled, she called out, but he pressed a hand to her mouth. �There,� he said, pointing.

    She looked. The girl was perhaps ten or twelve years old, in a green dress torn up the back. Her hair was dirty and matted. As they watched her, she was joined by two more, an elderly couple, who came out of a row of office buildings off to left. Then three male crazies in jeans and novelty t-shirts climbed out of the cab of an overturned semi. None appeared to notice Elliot and Evajean.

    �Where are they going?� Evajean whispered.

    �The lake?� He lifted himself part way up from the gravel. �But why haven�t they seen us?� He crawled forward.

    One of the men who�d come out of the cab, a fat, middle aged guy, fell down from the top of the truck and hit the road with his shoulder. Elliot heard the bone break. The guy pushed up with his other hand and got to his feet, stumbling after the others. But, as he�d fallen, his face had been pointed directly in Elliot and Evajean�s direction and Elliot was sure he�d seen them. Still, the crazy gave no sign of noticing.

    Elliot turned back to Evajean. �I don�t think they can see us,� he said. �Or, if they can, they just don�t care.

    She shook her head. �Why?�

    �I don�t know.�

    �Where do you think they�re going?�

    �I don�t know.�

    They lay there until the flow of crazies diminished and then stopped. When Elliot could no longer see any of them, he stood up.

    �Who�s do you think they were?� Evajean said, when they�d continued walking.

    �What do you mean?�

    �I mean who�s side. Yahweh�s or Moroni�s? I figure Moroni�s because I think that�s what most of them have been, but you can�t tell.�

    �No,� Elliot said.

    The sun had just begun to turn the sky behind them orange when they discovered where the crazies were going, and who�s they were.
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    �Jesus,� Elliot said.

    �What are they doing?� Evajean said.

    The salt lake spread out in front of them, its surface golden in the morning light. They stood on a raised stretch of highway running parallel to shore. Under them was the hard packed dirt of the Utah desert, the wind kicking it into clouds of dust. Elliot leaned against the bridge�s concrete railing and looked out at the madness beyond.

    The crazies were raising a city. They�d begun along the muddy beach, but had built out a hundred feet or more into the water. The closer construction took the form of wooden and reed huts, held together with gravity and mud. Thousands of crazies ambled around these, some holding up logs or what appeared to be straw, while others reached into the water and came up with handfuls of thick mud, which they smeared along the seams of the buildings.

    But it was not this that drew Evajean�s attention and Elliot�s exclamation. Rather, their focus was on the enormous structure rising from the gentle surface of the lake some hundred yards out. The four sided pyramid climbed over two-hundred feet into the sky, and its surface shimmered a sickly turquoise. Crazies swarmed its sides, carrying rocks or pulling ropes attached to carts. The top third of the pyramid remained uncompleted, and it was here the crazies brought their materials, moving carefully to finish construction.

    �This is where they all went,� Elliot said.

    Evajean just shook her head in bafflement.

    Stretching out along the shore in both directions were countless more crazies, hundreds of thousands of them-maybe millions. They pushed over each other to get out onto the docks, straining to reach the pyramid and help in its building. Their number was so vast that it could easily account for every crazy not killed, for every person who hadn�t succumb to the disease but had instead survived the possession. All of them where here, building their city-building their temple. �To Moroni,� Elliot said. �It�s for their god.�

    �It makes me feel sick,� Evajean said. �They�re like ants.�

    Near the top of the pyramid, where the construction was most new, the stone hadn�t yet been painted. There, it shone through a deep red, the red of the Utah badlands. As they watched, a crazy on the pinnacle began screaming, waving her arms, and then she went stiff, standing tall, before falling backwards. At first it looked as if the nearby crazies were reaching out to catch her but their outstretched arms were not to help but to push and drag and then eventually to throw her over the edge, where she tumbled, kicked along by more crazies along the way. Her body rolled the full height of the pyramid before tumbling into the water. She floated, face down, out toward the middle of the lake.

    �What�s it for?� Evajean asked. �Why would they build an entire city?�

    �They�re colonizing,� Elliot said. �That�s the point of all this. They�re returning the world to the way it was, when Moroni�s people ruled. They�re preparing it for his reign.�

    �Elliot��

    He looked at her. She was sitting, cross legged on the road. She stared up at him. �Elliot, how are we going to stop this? That�s what we were meant to do, right? The Mighty and the Strong? I guess I hadn�t really thought about what that meant, you know?�

    He sat down next to her.

    �I wish I had the dog,� she said. She hugged herself, rubbing her hands along her arms. �I�m terrified now, is what it is. It was all an adventure-we had it figured out and we were going to find this lake and do what we were meant to do. But, goddamn, Elliot, there are so many of them. How are we supposed to do anything? We don�t even know where Moroni is and, if we find him, we don�t know how to kill him.�

    Elliot leaned against her. He smiled. �You remember how this all started? When we were sitting in my kitchen and you said you wanted to find the Hole?�

    �Yeah,� she said.

    �I thought it was in Montana, you thought Colorado. Turns out we both were wrong. But the thing is, we found it, Evajean. We found the place where everyone was going. We did exactly what we set out to do. And there it is, right in front of us. Sure, I don�t have a clue what it is still, but you know what? No matter what happens from here, we found it.�

    �We succeeded in our quest,� she said.

    �We did.�

    Evajean laughed. It was a quiet sound, but it was authentic. �Now we just have to slay the dragon,� she said.

    �We do,� Elliot said. �I don�t know how we�re going to do it, but if all this stuff we�ve learned so far-about who we are and what we were put here for-if all of it is true, then I think we will know when the time comes.�

    �Henry wouldn�t have made it futile,� Evajean said. �He loved me. Whatever he might have been up to, taking us to Virginia, being part of Smith�s conspiracy, I know he loved me and he wouldn�t get me into something there wasn�t any way for me to get out of.�

    Elliot didn�t necessarily believe that. With the stakes so high, sacrificing them for even the chance of success was probably the smart thing to do. But then he thought of Clarine, and her involvement in all this, too. She�d been part of Smith�s conspiracy and she�d brought him to Virginia, where he�d find Evajean, his counterpart, whether Mighty or Strong. Clarine loved him, too, and he loved her-and she�d given him Callie.

    �Tell me about Nahom,� Evajean said. �When I killed the crazies.�

    Elliot thought back. �Those weren�t these crazies,� he said. �At least I don�t think so. The villagers were Mormons, fundamentalist ones like you see on TV. That would put them in Moroni�s camp. So the crazies attacking them must have been Yahweh�s.�

    �But tell me about what happened,� Evajean said.

    �It�s like it�s always been. They were all closing in on us. You held the box, the book, over your head, said some strange stuff about leaving this way point-which makes more sense now than it did then, I suppose-and then there was this pulse. It shot out from the box and knocked all the crazies flat. Then you passed out.�

    �I think I could do it again.�

    That caught Elliot by surprise. �What do you mean? Do you remembering doing it, remember how you did it?�

    She shook her head. �It�s a feeling. In the back of my head. Like there�s energy there. I hadn�t noticed it before, with everything that was going on, but now that we�re sitting here-and I guess now that I�m calming down-it�s there and I think I need to release it.�

    Elliot saw her in Nahom, the crazies closing in, the box held high. That terrible burst and the carnage it brought, and then the thought of that same thing happening again, here, with a million more corpses-it was awful, but he also knew, terribly, that the power to do it was in her. And he wanted her to use it. If these crazies, if these Nephites, were Moroni�s legion, then they deserved it for all the damage they�d caused. Callie and Clarine and Henry-and everyone else who�d died or been driven from their heads by these possessing hordes. Evajean could slaughter them all.

    He looked at her. These thoughts had suddenly plunged doubt into him. �If you can do it, you should,� he said. �But what�s my part in this? We�re the Mighty and the Strong.�

    Evajean shook her head. �You�ve saved me. More than once.�

    �Yeah,� Elliot said. He wasn�t jealous. In fact, he�d have been perfectly happy to lack a role entirely. Instead, his concern was only that, without a part to play, there wasn�t much likelihood he�d make it through what was to come. He�d be killed.

    �No one told how to do this, how to do any of it,� Evajean said. �It just happened. That�s how it�ll be down there. It will just happen. So let�s go. Let�s get it over with.�

    �You�re sure?� Elliot said.

    Evajean nodded.

    �Okay,� he said. He took her hand. �We�ll go when you�re ready.�

    �Now,� Evajean said. �Let�s go now.� She began walking, pulling on his hand, and Elliot followed. They stayed in the middle of the road, walking on the yellow line that curved toward the shore of the Great Salt Lake.

    The first of the crazies noticed them when they were half way down the ramp. A little girl, reminiscent of the one Elliot had chased through the woods outside of Nahom, looked up from the chunk of broken road barrier she was trying to pick up, and stared at them. She remained bent over, hands on the concrete, but her eyes fixed on Elliot, then drifted to Evajean. Her mouth opened, closed, and opened again. Finally, and with an expression of total disinterest, she shrugged and resumed her task. �Why do you think-� Elliot began, but Evajean was a step ahead of him.

    �She doesn�t know she�s supposed to care about us,� Evajean said. �She doesn�t know what we�re here to do. We�re protected.�

    �Somehow,� Elliot said. They both kept their voice low, unwilling to draw attention even after the girl�s behavior.

    �Yeah,� Evajean said.

    They were at the bottom of the ramp now and the Nephite crazies were denser packed. A few glanced their way, but their reactions were the same as the girl�s: complete indifference. Evajean squeezed his hand as they drew closer to the fringe of the crowd. Elliot squeezed back and looked over her, smiling reassuringly. The grin fell away, however, when he saw the light surrounding her, then surrounding them, and he gripped her hand tighter. He didn�t say anything about the light, knowing that she knew, that words weren�t necessary. Whatever it was the two of them had been meant to do, had been created to accomplish, had begun.
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    The light spread and intensified as they approached the Nephites. The crazies fell back, pushed away in a twenty foot radius, those closest to the edge throwing up their arms. Some screamed. Elliot could only barely hear them. Sounds coming through the light were muffled and had the warble of traveling in water. Beyond the crowd, the point of the temple rose, shimmering and still crawling with Moroni�s followers. He could hear himself breathing, could hear his heart beating and the crunch of his shoes on gravel. He could feel the warmth of Evajean�s hand. Elliot closed his eyes and let her lead him onward.

    A time later-his sense of the passing minutes had become fluid-he opened his eyes. Ahead he could see a dock built out from the beach and into the water. As the Nephites cleared, he saw that it stretched the full distance to the temple. This was the path they�d take to enter Moroni�s domain. When his foot first landed on the wood, he realized he�d been holding his breath. He let it out and concentrated on walking.

    The crazies milled about at the perimeter of the light, stretching their arms toward Elliot and Evajean, calling out to them, pleading. Elliot wondered if they knew what was happening, if they were aware that these two people had come to destroy their god. He thought so, but he felt no pity. They had ended his world and now he was going to end theirs.

    Half way along the dock, Elliot noticed a hump rising in the water. As he watched, it settled back beneath the surface, only to return a distance away. Elliot�s attention felt slow in shifting, his skin pleasantly warmed by the light from Evajean. But he was able to focus on the thing out in the water and, after a moment, he saw it breach. It was one of the creatures, the same as those that�d chased them in the truck and had eaten Melvin. They were swimming in the Salt Lake, doing laps around Moroni�s temple. This is where they had come from, then. They were beings from the same realm as the mad king.

    The crazies had dropped away as they progressed along the dock. A few swam along side, but most remained on the shore. Those on the temple kept their distance, too, jumping into the water as the sphere of light approached. Soon the path between Elliot and Evajean and the steps leading to the top of the temple was entirely clear. At the top of the pyramid, hovering above the apex, was a purple ball of light, no bigger than a man. Elliot could barely make out a flow of energy coming from this, erupting up into the sky. He looked up and saw it spread away into the distance in all directions. The clouds above shimmered. The temple was the source of the creatures and, it seemed, the barrier as well.

    Evajean stopped walking. They were within only paces of the temple�s stone steps. The light no longer came from her but, instead, from all around them. Elliot could feel it inside his body, shedding heat as it burst forth. Evajean whispered and, over the sound of the water and the calls of the crazies, he heard her.

    �We�re nearly done,� she said.

    There was a moment, the briefest of flashes, when Elliot wanted to turn and run, to return to Virginia and let the world end without him. He could still save Evajean, even as he�d failed to save Callie and Clarine. But the moment passed, so quickly he barely remembered it. He turned and put his arms around Evajean, squeezing her against his chest, smelling her hair and the dust in her clothes. Her jacket smelled of Hope, too, the dog�s scent rubbed deeply in by all the times she�d cradled him close to her.

    �Then we finish it,� he said into her ear.

    She nodded and pulled away. She looked up into his face and smiled. �I think we already have,� she said. �It�s over. He just doesn�t know it yet.� She tilted her head in the direction of the temple�s peak.

    Elliot looked-and would have fallen back except for the supreme calm that had washed over him earlier. Moroni climbed from his fortress, a beast easily matching the horrors he had wrought.

    Arms clawed up the sides of the temple, dozens of them, twisting and loose like tentacles but with recognizable joints and huge hands. These were covered in fingers, grey and slick and hooking out in all directions, like a carnival freak in a jar. The arms pulled the mad king�s weight out of the water, a semicircle of toothy flesh that surrounded the pyramid on three sides. It was like a hood unveiling, as if the temple being prepared for rain or protected with shade. This slid upward until it had reached the temple�s height and then came forward and down, smothering the stone and steps. The arms continued all across its surface, groping bristles of vaguely human appendages. The palm of each opened into a black hole, not a mouth, but an empty cavity, out of which came a thousand screeching babbles, the calls of the crazies, but terribly magnified and shrill.

    Moroni finished rising from the waters of the Great Salt Lake and hovered over the temple, a god atop his throne. It�s body rippled and writhed, the hands along the underside holding fast to the stone, while those across the top grasped futilely at the air. Steam rose from it and washed over Elliot and Evajean. And then, out of the cacophony hands, a voice emerged.

    I DESPISE YOU, it said, in a myriad of pitches and volumes. I HAVE DESPISED YOU SINCE I FIRST WAS.

    Elliot ignored it and kept walking. Evajean paused only a moment before following. She caught up to walk along side him, taking his hand again. The light was blinding now, Moroni only visible as a silhouette.

    YOU ARE NOT READY FOR THIS, the god continued. TURN BACK AND I SHALL CALL OFF MY ARMIES. TURN BACK AND I WILL PROTECT YOU.

    Elliot shook his head. �No,� he said softly.

    I WAS FIRST, Moroni said. The arms twisted and snatched at the sky, more frantic than before. THE OTHER IS AN IMPOSTOR. HE WILL NOT SAVE YOU. YOU ONLY GIVE THE WORLD OVER TO HIM.

    �Others will see that he fails, too,� Evajean said. They were half way up the side of the temple, Moroni�s bulk blocking out the sun. The light filled the cave of flesh and stone.

    YOU CANNOT DO THIS. YOU ARE NOT ABLE. YOU WILL FALTER BEFORE THIS ENDS.

    Elliot knew what would happen then and, remembering Callie and Clarine and all the other deaths he�d experienced, he was glad for it. What was left for him? He felt Evajean�s hand relax in his. She knew it, too. They finished their walk.

    The hands strained for them as they took their final steps up the pyramid�s slope. But Moroni was forced back by the light. Mighty and strong, Elliot thought. Together we are mighty and strong.

    The last of the steps passed beneath their feet. They stood on the peak and looked into the sphere of light, the hole through which Moroni had come, the hole they had set out to find.

    �Elliot,� Evajean said, and even over Moroni�s screaming the words were clear.

    He took her into his arms and, together, they walked through.

    

* * *

    

    The boy blinked. His hands hurt and he dropped the stone he�d been carrying. It was small but its edges were rough and it was heavy for a boy so small. He watched it roll away from his feet, then rubbed his palms on his jeans.

    Overhead, the sky flashed, like lightning from everywhere, and then faded to its original color. The boy wondered what that color was, realizing he remembered nothing of where he was or how he�d come to be there. He looked around.

    A warehouse was off to his left and on the right was a ring of trailers, shining in the morning sun. He appeared to be alone. Behind him, the skyline of the city was unfamiliar, as was the landscape it rose out of. He recalled seeing pictures in a textbook once, and knew he was in the West. He wondered at this, too, for he�d been born in Boston and spent every year of his life there.

    The trailers had windows and doors and looked like tiny houses. He began walking toward them, hoping somebody would be home, somebody who might be able to tell him how he got here.

    He made it to the first one and tried the door and found it locked. There were many other trailers, however, and the boy wasn�t concerned. He�d find another person eventually. He wasn�t hunger or thirsty and he didn�t have to pee. He had time.

    Three more trailers yielded the same result. He was at the door of the forth, reaching out for the knob, when he heard the sound from inside. There was a scrambling and then a dog barked. The boy smiled. A dog wasn�t as good as a person, but it was good. He grabbed the door and discovered it was unlocked. He pulled it open.

    A small, black puppy stood there, staring up at him. The dog began to growl, then stopped and sniffed the air. It glanced up at the boy and yipped. He bent down and reached out with his hand. The dog took a step forward, stretched its neck, and smelled him. Then it barked again.

    The boy made a calming noise and patted the animal on the head. The puppy pushed against his hand. �Hi there,� the boy said. The dog cocked its head. �My name�s Rodney. My friends call me Rod.� He rubbed the dog behind the ears. �You can call me Rod if you want.�

    The dog nuzzled into his arms. The boy picked it up and scratched its stomach. Then the two of them set out toward the city.

    

THE END
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