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    Elliot sat on the front steps of his ho​use and sip​ped a warm Dr. Pep​per as he watc​hed his ne​igh​bor drag her hus​band’s corp​se to the curb. This mar​ked only two of them left on the block now, him and Eva​j​e​an. Oak Stre​et’s last two re​si​dents, the rest de​ca​ying in pi​les the city had stop​ped pic​king up three we​eks ago. He’d im​me​di​ately be​gan thin​king of them as the Easy Es, ta​king it easy whi​le the world di​es. El​li​ot had even won​de​red, per​haps thrown off his mo​ral ga​me by the cra​zi​ness of the world aro​und him, if this me​ant he’d fi​nal​ly get to sle​ep with her.

    He sto​od up. “You ne​ed help?” he cal​led to her, wa​ving the pop can over his he​ad.

    Evajean shrug​ged, only lo​oking at him bri​efly, and con​ti​nu​ed her slow prog​ress, drag​ging Henry by the wrists.

    Elliot set down the drink and jog​ged ac​ross the lawn and stre​et. He to​ok hold of Henry’s ank​les. The de​ad man’s ass now was all that to​uc​hed the gro​und and Eva​j​e​an’s spe​ed imp​ro​ved con​si​de​rably. El​li​ot smi​led at her, a sort of aren’t-you-glad-I-was-just-han​ging-out-and-ava​ilab​le lo​ok, but she didn’t re​turn it. Her eyes we​re wholly on Henry.

    Elliot felt for her. He didn’t ca​re for Henry, had al​ways peg​ged the guy as fat, dumb, and not ne​arly go​od eno​ugh for her, but she’d be​en at​tac​hed to him, had mar​ri​ed him, so this sud​den se​pa​ra​ti​on was li​kely mes​sing her up go​od. He ne​eded to let her calm down, get her wits back, and then he co​uld mo​ve in as the sa​vi​or. He was the last man aro​und-and Eva​j​e​an lo​oked oh so much li​ke she co​uld use a man.

    “You want so​me pla​ce to stay,” he sa​id, pan​ting now with the we​ight, “or don’t want to be alo​ne in- I don’t know, all alo​ne in that empty ho​use…”

    She did lo​ok at him now. Her eyes slowly ca​me up from Henry’s grey fa​ce, and she smi​led. It was a tiny ges​tu​re, not even sho​wing any te​eth, but El​li​ot’s he​art went all a-flut​ter.

    “I don’t ha​ve much,” he con​ti​nu​ed. “The sto​res, everyt​hing, the​re’s not a lot to get. But I do ha​ve so​me ste​aks still fro​zen and so​me bot​tles of Jim Be​am.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an nod​ded. “Whis​key’s just what I ne​ed right now.”

    For a mo​ment he tho​ught she was be​ing sar​cas​tic but then he saw how hungry her exp​res​si​on was. This lady ne​eded to get plas​te​red.

    “Three bot​tles is what I got,” he sa​id. “And so​me ot​her stuff. Sto​li’s. I think a wi​ne co​oler from that of​fi​ce bar​be​cue.”

    “Just the whis​key.”

    “Sure,” he sa​id. Then, “It’s not li​ke I’m a big drin​ker. Three bot​tles, I me​an, shit that’s a lot of Jim Be​am. But it was for an en​ga​ge​ment party. A buddy a mi​ne, he and his girl… Then all this hap​pe​ned,” he rol​led his he​ad, in​di​ca​ting the ne​igh​bor​ho​od in ge​ne​ral, “and, well, things got cal​led off.”

    “I un​ders​tand,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. She was back to lo​oking at Henry.

    A co​up​le of grun​ting he​aves and they had the body at rest next to the curb. So​me​day, if things ever got back to nor​mal and the city’s ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on star​ted hum​ming away abo​ut its bu​si​ness, a truck wo​uld dri​ve by and men wo​uld get out and ta​ke Henry away to be fed back in​to the Ho​le.

    But the world was de​ad. El​li​ot knew no​body wo​uld co​me and that the act of put​ting Henry in the col​lec​ti​on area was only to pro​vi​de clo​su​re to Eva​j​e​an. Her hus​band was re​al​ly go​ne and she co​uld ac​cept that now.

    Elliot put his hand on her sho​ul​der. “You want to stand he​re? Be alo​ne for a bit?”

    She nod​ded. She didn’t re​act to the con​tact.

    “Sure,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Lo​ok, I’m go​ing to go back in​si​de and see abo​ut tha​wing tho​se ste​aks. If you’d li​ke one or you want that drink, go he​ad and knock, okay?”

    “Okay,” she sa​id.

    He tur​ned and left her stan​ding by the curb, le​aning for​ward slightly, palms out, li​ke she wan​ted to to​uch Henry but co​uldn’t ma​ke her​self do it.
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    He’d li​ed abo​ut the ste​aks. They we​re al​re​ady mostly tha​wed, his fre​ezer bro​ken ne​arly three days now. Elect​ri​city was still on-how, he had no idea-but the ap​pli​an​ce was un​re​li​ab​le even be​fo​re the bad ti​mes had co​me and the city’s en​ti​re po​pu​la​ti​on of re​pa​ir guys di​ed.

    He snif​fed the me​at be​fo​re put​ting it out on the co​un​ter, de​ci​ding it was pro​bably okay. He’d just re​fer to it as dry aged if as​ked. The​se we​re the last of them, tho​ugh. No mo​re be​ef or chic​ken, no mo​re fresh ve​ge​tab​les. He’d be eating can​ned go​ods and dry stuff in bo​xes wit​hin a we​ek.

    Elliot le​aned back aga​inst the wall of the kitc​hen and ex​ha​led slowly. The harsh lo​ne​li​ness of his li​fe ca​me in wa​ves and watc​hing Eva​j​e​an si​lently and sto​ical​ly mo​urn over Henry, stan​ding so small on the asp​halt bet​we​en his body and a Hon​da with bro​ken win​dows… The ima​ge stuck, flas​hing now, the fresh me​mory int​ru​ding aga​inst din​ner pre​pa​ra​ti​ons.

    Clarine had lo​oked just li​ke that back in July when the two of them, ex​ha​us​ted from the ter​ror of days ba​rely past, had ta​ken the​ir da​ugh​ter ac​ross the lawn and la​id her out in the stre​et-what pe​op​le we​re just then be​gin​ning to call the col​lec​ti​on area. Cal​lie was smal​ler than Henry, her tiny body sun​ken, her fa​ce war​ped from scre​aming, but the pre​sen​ce of her la​ying the​re whi​le Cla​ri​ne wept was every bit as lar​ge. How had they ma​de it thro​ugh? How had his wi​fe kept it even mo​destly to​get​her in​to August, when her spe​ech had first ta​ken the lil​ting qu​ality that in​di​ca​ted hor​ribly that the in​fec​ti​on had set in? How had he not snap​ped, not kil​led the both of them, when the lil​ting prog​res​sed to that we​ird and mu​si​cal bab​bling and she’d just sta​red at him, wit​ho​ut mo​ving for days, eyes cold and ha​te​ful?

    He’d be​en alo​ne sin​ce the tenth of that month. Cla​ri​ne had fi​nal​ly ta​ken her own li​fe, bre​aking the ro​pes bin​ding her to her grand​mot​her’s hand-me-down roc​king cha​ir and dri​ving a bro​ken off, crystal cand​les​tick in​to the fleshy spot be​ne​ath her jaw. That’s how El​li​ot fo​und her. He won​de​red then if she’d do​ne it shut her​self up, to stop the ton​gue go​ne mad in her mo​uth.

    “Mr. Bis​hop?”

    Elliot jum​ped. He’d left the ho​use’s wo​oden do​or open, the ent​ran​ce co​ve​red only by the scre​en do​or. Eva​j​e​an was the​re now, cal​ling in​to him. How long had he be​en stan​ding aga​inst the red wal​lpa​per of the kitc​hen-a flo​ral de​sign Cla​ri​ne had in​sis​ted upon when they’d bo​ught the pla​ce as newly​weds?

    “Oh, Jesus, Eva​j​e​an,” he sa​id, jog​ging to the front of the ho​use to let her in. “Ple​ase, you can- I me​an, if you want, call me El​li​ot.”

    She smi​led at him as he un​did the latch. “Elli​ot,” she sa​id.

    “Right.” He held the do​or for her and she step​ped in, lo​oking aro​und at the small and dim fo​yer, with its lar​ge mir​ror and fra​med pos​ter of a Pa​ris mar​ti​ni ad from the 1920s. “Lo​ok, I got the ste​aks re​ady, I can fi​re up the grill-”

    “I’ll ha​ve that drink if you don’t mind.”

    “Oh, su​re,” he sa​id. He step​ped back to​ward the li​ving ro​om, po​in​ting. “Right over he​re. You want ice? The​re’s a lit​tle left in the back-”

    “No,” she sa​id. “Just stra​ight. I ne​ed it stra​ight.”

    He nod​ded. The two lar​ge bot​tles of whis​key we​re on the tiny tab​le they’d se​tup just for drinks in an ef​fort to gi​ve the pla​ce a sop​his​ti​ca​ted air. The in​tent had al​ways be​en to get a set of crystal de​can​ters and fancy tumb​lers so they co​uld of​fer gu​ests drinks li​ke the char​ming hosts in the mo​vi​es. But Cla​ri​ne and El​li​ot had ne​ver set​tled on a de​sign and the ye​ars had go​ne by with the tab​le hol​ding only ope​ned bot​tles and a co​up​le ext​ra glas​ses they didn’t ha​ve ro​om for in the kitc​hen.

    It was in​to the​se El​li​ot po​ured a hu​ge rush of Jim Be​am, han​ding the ne​arly full glass to Eva​j​e​an. “Sorry,” he sa​id. “If that’s too much-”

    “No, it’s fi​ne,” she sa​id, ta​king it from him and sip​ping slowly, then fas​ter. Wit​ho​ut lo​oking at him, she swal​lo​wed half the whis​key, then set the rest down next to the bot​tle. “Thank you.”

    “Sure thing. Are you hungry?”
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    Evajean shrug​ged.

    Elliot didn’t want to push her but he was hungry. Dry ce​re​al, his usu​al bre​ak​fast the​se last co​up​le we​eks, had be​en far from ap​pe​ti​zing that mor​ning and he’d only ma​na​ged to get down a co​up​le of hand​fuls be​fo​re de​ci​ding it just wasn’t worth it. Now he wan​ted the ste​ak and his sto​mach wasn’t go​ing to let him wa​it out Eva​j​e​an’s mo​ur​ning pe​ri​od be​fo​re get​ting it.

    “Well, it’ll ta​ke a whi​le for me to get everyt​hing fi​red up and co​oking. So why don’t I start, you can fi​nish yo​ur drink, and then if you don’t want to eat I can re​he​at it la​ter for you.”

    “Okay,” she sa​id.

    He pic​ked up her drink and used it to le​ad her in​to the kitc​hen. She sat at the tab​le the​re, si​lently, sip​ping her drink whi​le he se​aso​ned the me​at.

    Physically, Eva​j​e​an lo​oked de​vas​ta​ted. She was a tiny wo​man to start but now, af​ter may​be we​eks of de​aling with a mad and dying hus​band and the hor​rors of the world be​yond that, she’d shrunk in on her​self, her eyes dark and shal​low, her ha​ir mat​ted. El​li​ot ho​ped she hadn’t gi​ven up yet, hadn’t de​ci​ded to just let this ter​ror be​at her down. They we​ren’t fri​ends, he knew that, but she was the only one left El​li​ot knew and the tho​ught of be​ing alo​ne in the world of stran​gers, wit​ho​ut even this de​fe​ated wo​man’s fa​mi​li​ar fa​ce, tigh​te​ned his sto​mach and ma​de him fe​el sick.

    So he’d fe​ed her be​ca​use get​ting fo​od in her belly (how long sin​ce she’d last eaten? he won​de​red) wo​uld ha​ve to be the start to re​co​very. Then tal​king, then te​ars, and then, if the hurt didn’t run too de​ep, may​be a smi​le. El​li​ot, who thro​ug​ho​ut his li​fe had se​en prob​lems as pro​j​ects, obs​tac​les to be met​ho​do​lo​gi​cal over​co​me, de​ci​ded Eva​j​e​an wo​uld be his next puz​zle. He’d fi​gu​re her out and help her be​ca​use the​re was no one el​se to help.

    Elliot pi​led the me​at on a plas​tic Do​ra the Exp​lo​rer tray he and Cla​ri​ne had fo​und at a thrift sto​re and Cal​lie had in​sis​ted on they buy on the spot. One cor​ner was bro​ken off from his da​ugh​ter ban​ging aga​inst the in​si​de of the car on the way ho​me, over​co​me as only child​ren can be by de​light and ex​ci​te​ment and yo​uth​ful in​sa​nity. He mis​sed her. Jesus Christ, he mis​sed both of them.

    “I ne​ed to ta​ke the​se out​si​de now,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an, who had ne​arly fi​nis​hed the enor​mo​us qu​an​tity of whis​key and was sta​ring blankly at the glass. “They’ll be only may​be ten or fif​te​en mi​nu​tes on the grill.”

    She nod​ded. “That so​unds fi​ne,” she sa​id.

    Elliot al​most put his hand on her sho​ul​der as he wal​ked past her and out the do​or at the back of the kitc​hen that le​ad to the deck. But he didn’t. He co​uldn’t be su​re how she’d ta​ke it. He might spo​ok her. El​li​ot wan​ted her, wan​ted to be with her-it had be​en so damn long sin​ce he’d had com​pa​ni​ons​hip or hu​man to​uch-and frigh​te​ning her now wo​uld ru​in it. Bet​ter to wa​it and fe​ed her, get her thin​king abo​ut li​fe aga​in and not just that corp​se in the ro​ad.

    He left the back do​or open whi​le he drag​ged the grill to the cen​ter of the deck, tur​ned on the pro​pa​ne, and got it go​ing. The smell of the me​at was fresh and new in a ne​igh​bor​ho​od go​ne qu​ite. August was the month of bar​be​cu​es and be​er, fa​mi​li​es in back​yards fi​ring up char​co​al and strug​gling thro​ugh ga​mes of cro​qu​et. But this August had be​en si​lent and wit​ho​ut tho​se sum​mer smells. It had be​en empty and El​li​ot was glad when it slip​ped away in​to Sep​tem​ber and he co​uld put the month of his wi​fe’s de​ath be​hind him.

    He sat down on the wo​oden bench that ran along the ed​ge of the deck. We​re they re​al​ly the only ones left? Of co​ur​se not. The chan​ces of two pe​op​le, ac​ross the stre​et from each ot​her, be​ing the lo​ne sur​vi​vors of this mur​de​ro​us il​lness was cle​arly im​pos​sib​le. Ot​hers con​ti​nu​ed li​ving so​mew​he​re, may​be even clo​se. On​ce Cal​lie’d got​ten sick and then Cla​ri​ne, he’d con​fi​ned him​self to the block, only ven​tu​ring out so far as the Sa​fe​way gro​cery sto​re a qu​ar​ter mi​le north. And this last we​ek he hadn’t left the ho​use at all.

    Elliot tur​ned over the ste​aks and sta​red in​to the he​at un​til they’d fi​nis​hed. Spe​aring them on​to Cal​lie’s tray, he to​ok the fo​od in​si​de and set it on the tab​le in front of Eva​j​e​an. She still had her drink, tho​ugh it was al​most go​ne, and she swal​lo​wed the re​ma​in​der be​fo​re to​uc​hing one one of the ste​aks and then lic​king her fin​ger. “It’s go​od,” she sa​id. “Thank you.”

    Elliot smi​led. “They sho​uld sit for a few mi​nu​tes. You want anot​her drink?”

    She ex​ha​led-almost a sigh-and sho​ok her he​ad. “I’ll get sick.”

    “Something el​se, then? I think I ha​ve so​me cran​ber​ry ju​ice.”

    “No,” she sa​id. Then, “Actu​al​ly, co​uld I just get a glass of wa​ter?”

    He rin​sed and fil​led her cup at the sink in the kitc​hen and ca​me back with it and a co​up​le of pla​tes, forks, and kni​ves. Eva​j​e​an pul​led a ste​ak from the tray and cut in​to it. The two ate slowly, not tal​king. On​ce, du​ring the me​al, Eva​j​e​an glan​ced at him and smi​led. He smi​led back and the they fi​nis​hed the fo​od in com​for​tab​le si​len​ce.
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    After they’d fi​nis​hed eating and had cle​aned up, El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an tal​ked abo​ut not​hing un​til the sun dip​ped low and dark ca​me. She as​ked if she co​uld stay-”I can’t stay in that ho​use,” she’d sa​id. “I just can’t.”-and he of​fe​red her his bed whi​le he to​ok the co​uch.

    In the mor​ning, El​li​ot wo​ke to find her in the kitc​hen aga​in, her glass half full of whis​key, her he​ad on the tab​le, as​le​ep. He to​ok the li​qu​or away wit​ho​ut wa​king her and po​ured it down the sink. He ho​ped she wasn’t go​ing to do this for long. A drunk-a sad, lo​nely, de​fe​ated drunk-wasn’t the kind of girl he pic​tu​red ma​king a li​fe in a de​vas​ta​ted en​vi​ron​ment with. You’re hus​band’s de​ad, Eva​j​e​an, he wan​ted to say. And if you ke​ep at it li​ke this, you’re go​ing to end up right the​re with him.

    “Henry?” she sa​id be​hind him, her vo​ice con​fu​sed.

    “No, Eva​j​e​an. It’s me, El​li​ot.” He wa​ited a mo​ment whi​le she sta​red wit​ho​ut comp​re​hen​si​on at him. Then he sa​id, “Henry’s de​ad.”

    She put her he​ad back down, star​ted to cry, and then be​gan co​ug​hing. He got her so​me wa​ter and she drank it.

    “I’m sorry,” she sa​id, when she had her​self back un​der so​me cont​rol.

    “No-”

    “No, I’m sorry. For be​ing li​ke this.”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad and put his hand on her arm. “We’re both li​ke this,” he sa​id. “We’re both left with ever​yo​ne… With them all de​ad.”

    She nod​ded and lo​oked aro​und the kitc​hen li​ke she was se​arc​hing for so​met​hing.

    “What’s the Ho​le?” she as​ked.

    Elliot was start​led by the qu​es​ti​on. “It’s whe​re they ta​ke the bo​di​es,” he sa​id. “Whe​re they burn them, I gu​ess.”

    “How do you know?”

    Elliot shrug​ged. “It’s what I’ve he​ard. Pe​op​le say-”

    “But you don’t know,” she sa​id qu​ickly, even ang​rily.

    He sat down in the cha​ir ac​ross from her, puz​zled. No, he didn’t know that. He’d he​ard it, catc​hing it aga​in and aga​in in ru​mors from ne​igh​bors be​fo​re they’d di​ed, from a te​ac​her at Cal​lie’s scho​ol on the day they’d cal​led the as​sembly to an​no​un​ce the in​de​fi​ni​te end of clas​ses. He gu​es​sed he’d even as​su​med it him​self be​ca​use that was what ma​de the most sen​se. But he didn’t know.

    “I want to see it,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “You-”

    “I want to know. If things we​re still run​ning, that’s whe​re they’d ta​ke Henry. They’d ta​ke him to the Ho​le.”

    “And you want to ta​ke him the​re now?”

    “No,” she sa​id. “No, I can’t… He’s de​ad but I can’t carry him aro​und li​ke he’s-I don’t know-li​ke he’s so​met​hing I got to re​turn to the god​damn sto​re.”

    “Then why-”

    “Because I want to know. What is it? Why do they ta​ke the bo​di​es the​re?”

    “Quarantine,” El​li​ot sa​id. “So it do​esn’t spre​ad.”

    “All to the sa​me pla​ce? Why don’t they just burn them?”

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “May​be so sci​en​tists, doc​tors can study them? Far as I know, no​body knows what this is and so may​be they get all the bo​di​es in one pla​ce and can try to fi​gu​re it out from the​re.”

    Evajean lo​oked at him and lif​ted the cor​ner of her mo​uth with bi​ting con​des​cen​si​on. “I’m su​re that’s what they do, Mr. Bis​hop. Get all the vic​tims to​get​her in one big, fuc​king pi​le, and study them to co​me up with a cu​re.”

    “Eva-”

    “But if that’s what they’re do​ing, why ha​ven’t they fo​und anyt​hing? Why hasn’t the​re be​en any news? All we got for months is the sa​me ’stay in yo​ur ho​mes, don’t pa​nic, and put yo​ur god​damn lo​ved ones at the curb.’ I want to know, Mr. Bis​hop.”

    “It’s Ell-”

    “I want to know,” she sa​id aga​in. Then she sto​od up and wal​ked in​to the li​ving ro​om to po​ur her​self anot​her glass of whis​key.
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    He didn’t mo​ve, thin​king over what she’d sa​id. Was she go​ing to le​ave? The​re co​uld be anyt​hing out the​re be​yond the few blocks of qu​i​et and calm they’d known the​se pri​or we​eks. if she did le​ave, if she did in​tend to find the Ho​le, El​li​ot wo​uld go with her. Sit​ting alo​ne in his ho​use as she, the only li​ving per​son he knew, wal​ked away wo​uld be the worst kind of cont​ri​ti​on to this vic​to​ri​o​us pla​gue. His ho​me was a shell, his ne​igh​bor​ho​od an li​fe​less wreck. He’d fol​low Eva​j​e​an be​ca​use she still wal​ked and bre​at​hed, was still warm-and was wit​ho​ut the mad​ness of the in​fec​ted.

    Decision ener​gi​zing his mo​ve​ment, he fol​lo​wed her now in​to the li​ving ro​om. She was se​ated on the co​uch, he​ad back on the cus​hi​ons, a ne​arly full glass of whis​key res​ting on one leg.

    She lo​oked up as he ca​me in. “I can’t drink it,” she sa​id.

    Elliot clo​sed his eyes and nod​ded. “I un​ders​tand,” he sa​id.

    “I ne​ed to get out.”

    “Now?”

    She smi​led at him. “No, not now. If I’m go​ing to do this-find the Ho​le-I re​al​ly sho​uld pack. Get so​me stuff to​get​her. Fill up the car with fo​od and clot​hes.”

    “Supplies,” he sa​id.

    “Uh huh.”

    He to​ok the glass from her and swal​lo​wed a mo​uth​ful of the drink. It was ter​rib​le stuff, harsh and bit​ter. El​li​ot ne​ver drank it, sa​ve du​ring col​le​ge when they’d po​ured it over ice and pre​ten​ded they we​re cha​rac​ters from the pulp no​vels. “I want to go with you,” he sa​id.

    Evajean lo​oked at him long, far lon​ger than she do​ne sin​ce he’d hel​ped her carry Henry ac​ross the lawn. He tho​ught she’d say no, tell him this was a jo​ur​ney she ne​eded to do for her​self and by her​self, a spi​ri​tu​al qu​est of sorts abo​ut a lo​ne wo​man ma​king her way ac​ross the apo​calyp​se to find the ans​wers to the myste​ri​es that as​sa​ul​ted her. But-and this surp​ri​sed the hell out of him in its sud​den​ness-he was pre​pa​red to beg.

    “I want you to,” she sa​id, ho​we​ver. “I don’t want to do this alo​ne.”

    Talk spi​ra​led bet​we​en them for the next ho​ur, with dis​cus​si​ons of how they’d get whe​re​ver they we​re go​ing and what to bring and what to le​ave. El​li​ot re​ali​zed how rus​hed it all felt and how con​su​med the two we​re with it, li​ke child​ren who’d ma​de plans to run away and se​ek the​ir for​tu​ne in a wi​de world free of pa​ren​tal cont​rol. If they stop​ped to think it all over, the spell wo​uld bre​ak, the ab​sur​dity of dri​ving in​to a de​ad wil​der​ness wit​ho​ut di​rec​ti​on wo​uld po​und them back in​to sen​si​bi​lity and they’d re​ti​re to the​ir ho​mes to awa​it the re​turn of the aut​ho​ri​ti​es. They’d be​co​me sen​sib​le adults aga​in.

    Elliot pus​hed thro​ugh tho​se do​ubts. The​re was not​hing left so why not go for it? He didn’t know Eva​j​e​an be​yond fri​endly hel​los as ne​igh​bors, but she was ent​hu​si​as​tic (ma​ni​cal​ly so, he re​cog​ni​zed, and pro​bably co​ping ba​rely at all with the ter​rif​ying gri​ef they both felt) and at​trac​ti​ve and the idea of se​eking out the Ho​le with her, wha​te​ver it tur​ned out to be, had im​me​di​ately, and with a sen​se of sal​va​ti​on, trum​ped the dep​res​si​on and de​fe​atism inf​lic​ting him li​ke the as yet unex​pe​ri​en​ced pla​gue.

    So they pre​pa​red. It was de​ci​ded early on they’d ta​ke El​li​ot’s truck, the Ford F-250 that had be​en the cha​ri​ot of the lands​ca​ping bu​si​ness he’d run with his brot​her be​fo​re Cla​ri​ne had tal​ked him in​to mo​ving out to the east co​ast. The back co​uld hold all the fo​od the two of them had on hand as well as a go​od de​al mo​re. Mi​le​age wasn’t gre​at but Eva​j​e​an sa​id the​re we​re bo​und to be plenty of cars out the​re they co​uld sip​hon gas from as ne​eded.

    During bre​aks for lunch and din​ner they fi​nis​hed the pe​ris​hab​le fo​od in El​li​ot’s fre​ezer. Now it was en​ti​rely cans and dry go​ods-and wha​te​ver el​se they pic​ked up along the way. And what “along the way” me​ant exactly be​ca​me the​ir first sig​ni​fi​cant ar​gu​ment as a has​tily as​semb​led co​up​le.

    “It’s west, is what I he​ard,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, pus​hing aro​und the last of her me​at.

    “West?” A night a month ago, when he was on his fifth be​er at the ro​ad ho​use bar out​si​de of Char​lot​tes​vil​le he went to when he ne​eded to get away from things, El​li​ot had be​en told by a truc​ker he​ading thro​ugh to Rich​mond that the Ho​le was in Mon​ta​na. The guy sa​id he had a buddy who’d be​en hi​red by the sta​te to ha​ul corp​ses the​re but that things had go​ne ir​re​pa​rably to shit be​fo​re he’d had a chan​ce to get star​ted.

    Evajean sa​id, “In Co​lo​ra​do, in the Roc​ki​es, I think. The sa​me pla​ce they ha​ve that mi​li​tary ba​se.”

    “NORAD?”

    She nod​ded. “That so​unds right. Henry, my hus​band, he sho​wed me a web​si​te. He’d got​ten kind of ob​ses​sed with it be​fo​re he got sick and this one si​te had a lot of eye​wit​ness things abo​ut pe​op​le who’d fol​lo​wed the trucks, the ones that ca​me and got the bo​di​es, and how the trucks we​re dum​ped in​to big​ger trucks that went west to-what was it?”

    “To NO​RAD?”

    “At le​ast that’s what this web​si​te sa​id.”

    “I he​ard Mon​ta​na,” he sa​id and told her abo​ut the truc​ker and his buddy.

    “I don’t think so,” Eva​j​e​an told him, sha​king her he​ad. “What’s in Mon​ta​na? If this is li​ke you sa​id, if the Ho​le is a pla​ce to see if so​me​one can fi​gu​re out the pla​gue, it ma​kes a lot mo​re sen​se for it to be a hid​den mi​li​tary ba​se whe​re they can ha​ve sci​en​tists and doc​tors and ke​ep it all sec​ret. Be​ca​use what if this pla​gue was ter​ro​rism.” She sa​id this last li​ke the tho​ught had just now oc​cur​red to her-li​ke it hadn’t be​en all over the news chan​nels for months-and her start​led eyes went wi​de. “What if it was ter​ro​rism, El​li​ot? What if we’re all dying be​ca​use tho​se guys in the Mid​dle East-”

    “If it was ter​ro​rism,” he sa​id, “it’s over now. Who​ever did it’s de​ad, too.”

    She bre​at​hed he​avily, cal​ming her​self. “I want to go to Co​lo​ra​do,” she sa​id.

    “Because of a web​si​te? The Ho​le in Mon​ta​na ma​kes a lot mo​re sen​se than so​me un​derg​ro​und bun​ker. How many bo​di​es we​re the​re? Mil​li​ons? How wo​uld they fit all tho​se pe​op​le in a tun​nel un​der the mo​un​ta​ins? And Mon​ta​na is co​ming from a guy who was hi​red to ta​ke them the​re. Yo​ur web​si​te- Most of that stuff on​li​ne’s bul​lshit, any​way.”

    “Henry wo​uldn’t ha​ve sho​wed it to me if it was bul​lshit,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, an​ger shar​pe​ning her to​ne. “He ma​kes his li​ving on the In​ter​net, any​way, so he knows when si​tes are go​od.”

    He didn’t bot​her to cor​rect her ten​se. And, af​ter se​ve​ral mo​re back and forth pro​tests of qu​ickly wa​ning he​at, they set​tled on dri​ving west to Co​lo​ra​do and then, if the NO​RAD hypot​he​sis fa​iled to pan out, go​ing north in​to Mon​ta​na.
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    Evajean rol​led down the truck’s win​dow and le​aned out. “Jesus,” she sa​id.

    “This the furt​hest out you’ve be​en?” El​li​ot as​ked. They’d de​ci​ded to dri​ve thro​ugh town to​wards the fre​eway, a ro​ute that wo​uld ta​ke them past a Wal-Mart whe​re they ho​ped to pick up rif​les and am​mu​ni​ti​on. This was Eva​j​e​an’s idea and El​li​ot had be​en bro​ught aro​und to se​e​ing it as a go​od one. They had a lot of de​si​rab​le items in the truck and no way of kno​wing how bad things we​re out be​yond the bor​ders of town. Ne​it​her knew how to use fi​re​arms but they fi​gu​red if they stuck to shot​guns and only then as items to po​int thre​ate​ningly, not so much to ac​tu​al​ly sho​ot, the co​uld avo​id most tro​ub​le. Af​ter that bri​ef stop, it’d be two days of dri​ving on I-70 be​fo​re they hit Co​lo​ra​do.

    Evajean sho​ok her he​ad. “I went out-to the Wal-Mart, ac​tu​al​ly-back just be​fo​re Henry got sick, sin​ce we we​re out of things, but on​ce he star​ted- On​ce things got bad, I sta​yed ho​me.” She rol​led the win​dow up aga​in and le​aded back in her se​at, clo​sing her eyes. “I didn’t know they we​re this bad.”

    Abandoned cars ma​de the dri​ving dif​fi​cult. El​li​ot had to ke​ep his spe​ed down and ca​re​ful​ly we​ave, sin​ce the ro​ads we​re clog​ged with ve​hic​les, so​me with the​ir do​ors open li​ke the pas​san​gers had be​en too much in a hurry to even both clo​sing up, and so​me with the​ir winds​hi​elds or si​de win​dows smas​hed out. But ne​it​her El​li​ot nor Eva​j​e​an had se​en a sing​le ot​her per​son sin​ce they’d set out thirty mi​nu​tes ago.

    Outside of the​ir ne​igh​bor​ho​od, the​re’d be​en out bu​il​dings, stre​et lights and po​wer li​nes knoc​ked and torn down, and a pet sto​re with the back end of a lar​ge van stic​king out the hu​ge front win​dows. At this last they’d stop​ped, El​li​ot sa​ying that may​be they sho​uld see if the​re we​re any ani​mals still trap​ped in​si​de. Eva​j​e​an la​ug​hed, but ag​re​ed.

    The re​sult was a tiny black puppy cur​led as​le​ep on the bench se​at be​hind them, pro​bably ex​ha​us​ted from lack of fo​od. They’d gi​ven it wa​ter, which it lap​ped migh​tily, and se​arc​hed the sto​re for dog fo​od, but fo​und no​ne. Wal-Mart wo​uld ha​ve so​me, Eva​j​e​an sa​id, and they’d ad​ded that to the​ir shop​ping list right un​der bucks​hot.

    The de​vas​ta​ti​on they pas​sed now, as they fi​nal​ly cle​ared the ma​in down​town of Char​lot​tes​vil​le and dro​ve in​to the thin​ning re​si​den​ti​al are​as bet​we​en them and the big box sto​re, was mo​re subt​le-but equ​al​ly frigh​te​ning. Most of the ho​uses had open do​ors and win​dows and at se​ve​ral they saw clot​hes tos​sed ac​ross the lawn. Not​hing mo​ved and the emp​ti​ness and odd clut​ter he​igh​te​ned the sen​se of a world go​ne.

    “I al​ways tho​ught it’d be go​ri​er,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id af​ter se​ve​ral mi​nu​tes. The stop​ped cars we​re less den​se now and El​li​ot had inc​re​ased the​ir pa​ce.

    “What?”

    “The end of the world. I me​an tho​se-you’ve se​en them-tho​se zom​bie mo​vi​es. Day of the De​ad, Dawn of the De​ad-”

    “Night of the Li​ving De​ad,” he sa​id.

    “Those. Ever​yo​ne’s kil​led and torn up, the​re are bo​di​es and fi​res.”

    “We saw tho​se bur​ned bu​il​dings.”

    She shrug​ged. “But I gu​ess I tho​ught the​re’d be mo​re. Whe​re is ever​yo​ne?”

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id.
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    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “It’s not li​ke the​re we​re many left by the ti​me the col​lec​ti​ons stop​ped.”

    When this had all be​gan, when the first pe​op​le he​re and the​re got sick and the news was tre​ating it li​ke not​hing mo​re than anot​her sum​mer cycle of West Ni​le Vi​rus or the la​test stra​in of flu, the town on Char​lot​tes​vil​le ma​in​ta​ined its simp​le sta​tus quo. That first month, three el​derly re​si​dents had cont​rac​ted the di​se​ase and they’d all he​ard abo​ut a do​zen mo​re over in Rich​mond, but old pe​op​le are al​ways get​ting sick. It’s not worth get​ting wor​ked in​to a town wi​de pa​nic be​ca​use a hand​ful old pe​op​le co​me down with so​met​hing-even if that so​met​hing ma​kes them spe​ak in ton​gu​es and slowly go mad.

    But as it spre​ad, as mo​re sto​ri​es ca​me in from ac​ross the co​untry and the te​le​vi​si​on news chan​nels put to​get​her ani​ma​ted int​ros, comp​le​te with he​avy mu​sic, for sto​ri​es abo​ut the pla​gue, ne​igh​bors star​ted tal​king abo​ut how may​be this was ca​use for ge​nu​ine con​cern. Grand​pa​rents we​re pul​led from nur​sing ho​mes to li​ve with the​ir fa​mi​li​es. Pe​op​le stop​ped go​ing out as much and the res​ta​urants, bars, and nightc​lubs saw bu​si​ness plun​ge. Aut​ho​ri​ti​es told pe​op​le to be calm and adopt the usu​al pre​ca​uti​ons: re​port any new ca​ses, wash hands, avo​id the sick, and only as​semb​le when ne​ces​sary.

    Then the pla​gue hit the child​ren. A lit​tle boy in Ala​ba​ma ca​me down with it but his pa​rents, con​ser​va​ti​ve Pen​te​cos​tals, tho​ught his bab​bling was the vo​ice of the Lord and so it was only when the autopsy fo​und the spongy mas​ses whe​re his li​ver and sto​mach had be​en that the world re​ali​zed the full pa​nic of not just tho​se al​re​ady clo​se to de​ath be​ing pic​ked off but the yo​un​gest ge​ne​ra​ti​on, too. As mo​re sick child​ren we​re fo​und, the scho​ols clo​sed and Car​lot​tes​vil​le or​ga​ni​zed fo​od drops so ci​ti​zens co​uld re​ma​in in the​ir ho​mes, mi​ni​mi​zing con​tact even with clo​se fri​ends and ex​ten​ded fa​mily.

    The hos​pi​tals clo​sed when the pla​gue had in​fec​ted forty per​cent of the adult po​pu​la​ti​on. Te​le​vi​si​on sta​ti​ons went in​to auto​ma​ted re​runs and the news pla​yed only re​cor​ded mes​sa​ges abo​ut new dis​po​sal pro​ce​du​res. An​yo​ne de​ad was to be bro​ught to the curb, whe​re gar​ba​ge col​lec​ti​on had on​ce oc​cur​red, and men in trucks ca​me by every ot​her day to pick them up. The​se men wo​uld le​ave im​me​di​ately in an​yo​ne from in the ho​uses tri​ed to ap​pro​ach, cut​ting off per​haps the only re​ma​ining ve​nue for up​da​tes be​yond the city. And even that mi​ni​mal con​tact ce​ased.

    Two we​eks be​fo​re Cla​ri​ne got sick, the trucks fa​iled to ar​ri​ve. The num​ber of bo​di​es be​ing drag​ged out to the stre​et had di​mi​nis​hed gre​atly, but what small pi​les the​re we​re just sta​yed the​re. El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an we​re lucky eno​ugh in that res​pect to li​ve on a stre​et al​re​ady ef​fec​ti​vely de​po​pu​la​ted, so the vi​ews from the​ir front win​dows we​re unobst​ruc​ted by that sad pic​tu​re of hu​man re​ma​ins.

    So it had be​en the mid​dle of July sin​ce eit​her one of them had le​ar​ned anyt​hing abo​ut the​ir dying world. Now, dri​ving thro​ugh its outs​kirts for the first ti​me in over a month, El​li​ot sha​red Eva​j​e​an’s con​fu​si​on. How co​uld the en​ti​re po​pu​la​ti​on of a town, even in the re​du​ced si​ze left af​ter the col​lec​ti​ons stop​ped, simply va​nish?
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    Evajean was back to sta​ring out the win​dow now, and El​li​ot wis​hed he co​uld say mo​re to her, tell her anyt​hing. But he dro​ve the rest of the way in si​len​ce, oc​ca​si​onal​ly let​ting him​self wan​der back to this ne​west mystery but ne​ver with re​al con​cent​ra​ti​on. They’d find ans​wers as so​on as the ro​ad to​ok them away from Char​lot​tsvil​le and they fo​und ot​her sur​vi​vors.

    Elliot put the truck in park and tur​ned to Eva​j​e​an. “Do​esn’t lo​ok li​ke we’ll find them he​re,” he sa​id.

    The Wal-Mart lot was empty ex​cept for a be​aten up VW bus dri​ven in​to one of the cart re​turns and now rus​ting the​re wit​ho​ut any ti​res. Shop​ping carts pep​pe​red the asp​halt, knoc​ked over and tos​sed aro​und, but the​re we​ren’t any signs of vi​olen​ce, no det​ri​tus from fo​od ri​ots or ot​her signs that the sto​re might ha​ve be​en ran​sac​ked.

    Evajean ope​ned her do​or and step​ped out. The puppy in the back, start​led awa​ke by El​li​ot swin​ging the dri​ver’s si​de do​or shut, sto​od up awk​wardly and bar​ked. Eva​j​e​an le​aned in​si​de and scratc​hed its he​ad, tel​ling the dog that they’d be back with fo​od so​on.

    “We sho​uld bring it with us,” El​li​ot sa​id, “so it do​esn’t get hot in the car.”

    “Leave the win​dows down. I just don’t want to ha​ve to worry abo​ut it get​ting away. Ha​ve you ever had a puppy?”

    “No.”

    “They run. Fast. Let’s just get what we ne​ed and get out of he​re.” She lo​oked aro​und at the empty lot. “This pla​ce is kind of cre​epy.”

    “Definitely,” El​li​ot sa​id. And that was ac​tu​al​ly why he wan​ted to ta​ke the dog. Ha​ving it in the cart, con​tent with fo​od in its sto​mach, wo​uld les​sen how dep​res​sing the en​vi​ron​ment was. The sto​re lo​oked re​la​ti​vely un​mo​les​ted from the out​si​de but he bet on​ce they got in​si​de they’d find the cha​otic re​ma​ins of si​mi​lar shop​ping ex​pe​di​ti​ons by ot​her emig​rants from Char​lot​tes​vil​le. The puppy wo​uld be com​for​ting.

    But he ga​ve in​to her. He’d ne​ver ha​ve do​ne so with his wi​fe, but that was Cla​ri​ne and they’d had a re​la​ti​ons​hip both lo​ving and con​ten​ti​o​us, the for​mer of​ten ac​ting as the only buf​fer aga​inst the dest​ruc​ti​ve po​ten​ti​al of the lat​ter. With Cla​ri​ne go​ne, he’d lost that figh​ting ins​tinct. It didn’t fe​el right to un​ne​ces​sa​rily butt he​ads with an​yo​ne el​se.

    Near the sto​re’s ent​ran​ce, they righ​ted an over​tur​ned cart and, now equ​ip​ped to carry the​ir ha​ul, for​ced open the sli​ding glass do​ors and wal​ked in​to Wal-Mart.

    It hadn’t oc​cur​red to him, even af​ter ye​ars of we​ekly trips to the un​pi​er​ced conc​re​te box of a sto​re, that it’d be dark in​si​de. Wit​ho​ut elect​ri​city to po​wer the end​less rows of over​he​ad flo​res​cents, the Wal-Mart was a va​cu​o​us black vo​id. El​li​ot la​ug​hed ner​vo​usly.

    “Should ha​ve bro​ught flash​lights,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “We ha​ve one in the truck, don’t we?” he sa​id.

    “Want me to go get it?”

    “I will,” he sa​id, pul​ling the cart back out​si​de. The de​ep dark​ness and the tho​ught of wan​de​ring thro​ugh it with not​hing mo​re than the we​ak trick​le of a flash​light, ma​de him want to pet the dog, to rub his hand thro​ugh its co​at, to clo​se his eyes and pre​tend for a tiny mo​ment that no​ne of this had hap​pe​ned, that Cla​ri​ne was still ali​ve and the two of them had just bo​ught Cal​lie the puppy she’d al​ways wan​ted.

    “I want to get my jac​ket, too,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an to co​ver his fright. “Sho​uld I get yo​urs?”

    She hug​ged her​self and rub​bed the arms of her swe​ater. “I’m go​od,” she sa​id.

    Elliot nod​ded and jog​ged back to the truck. The puppy lo​oked at him sle​epily as he ope​ned the do​or and pul​led his co​at out from be​hind the se​at. “Hi,” he sa​id to it and scratc​hed the dog’s he​ad. The ten​si​on in his chest slip​ped slightly and he was in​ten​sely glad they’d fo​und the ani​mal. It re​min​ded him of Cal​lie when she’d be​en tiny, when she’d be​en mo​re of de​man​ding ho​use pet than an ac​tu​al per​son.

    Evajean was wa​iting out​si​de when he ca​me back. “Re​ady?” she as​ked.

    Elliot wa​ved the flash​light, tur​ning it on and off. Then he shrug​ged. “I had a hard eno​ugh ti​me fin​ding stuff in he​re when the lights wor​ked.”

    Evajean grin​ned. “We’ll fi​gu​re it out,” she sa​id.

    The sto​re, Eva​j​e​an sa​id af​ter they’d stumb​led the​ir way to the pet fo​od sec​ti​on, was way cre​epi​er than the par​king lot. Dis​tan​ces that had be​en in​con​ve​ni​ently long when El​li​ot and Cla​ri​ne had do​ne the​ir re​gu​lar shop​ping, now se​emed pro​hi​bi​ti​vely hu​ge. They did the​ir best wan​de​ring back and forth thro​ugh the gro​cery ais​les, tos​sing in​to the cart anyt​hing that lo​oked li​ke it’d ke​ep well in the back of a truck. When the​ir li​mi​ted ca​pa​city was full, they be​gan the se​arch for spor​ting go​ods and the guns that sec​ti​on ho​used.

    Once, as they pas​sed thro​ugh the child​ren’s clot​hes, Eva​j​e​an gig​gling abo​ut how the brus​hing of cloth aga​inst them was li​ke a ha​un​ted ho​use, El​li​ot he​ard a no​ise. It was a fa​int shuf​fling, so​met​hing be​ing drag​ged may​be, and he stop​ped wal​king, grab​bing Eva​j​e​an’s sho​ul​der. She cal​led out at the sud​den con​tact and the cry ba​rely mas​ked a start​led thump from el​sew​he​re in the sto​re.

    Elliot hus​hed her and sa​id, “Did you he​ar that?”

    “What?” Im​me​di​ate con​cern wi​ped the scho​ol​girl sil​li​ness from her fa​ce.

    “I tho​ught I he​ard so​met​hing. Li​ke so​met​hing mo​ving.”

    “Is the​re so​me​one el​se in he​re?” she whis​pe​red, hun​ke​ring down a bit be​hind one of the racks of je​ans.

    Elliot re​ali​zed he was shi​ning the flash​light in her fa​ce and tur​ned it away, cro​uc​hing next to her. “I don’t know. It co​uld be an ani​mal.”

    They they both he​ard it, the so​und of sne​akers on po​lis​hed ti​le, and Eva​j​e​an slap​ped her hand over her mo​uth. “What is that?” she as​ked bet​we​en her fin​gers.

    “There’s so​me​one el​se in the sto​re,” he sa​id. “I’m go​ing to see who it is.”

    “Wait-” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, but El​li​ot was stan​ding up, cal​ling out to per​haps the first per​son eit​her of them had se​en in so​me ti​me.

    “Hello?” he sho​uted. “Hel​lo, is an​yo​ne the​re?”

    They he​ard what so​un​ded li​ke an un​der the bre​ath res​pon​se and El​li​ot tri​ed aga​in. This ti​me only the so​und of sne​akers ca​me back to them, tho​ugh a gre​at de​al clo​ser now.

    Elliot po​in​ted his flash​light.

    The wo​man was twenty fe​et away, stan​ding in the is​le bet​we​en the boys and girls clot​hes sec​ti​ons, her blue vest han​ging from only one arm, the yel​low smily fa​ce but​ton bo​un​cing er​ra​ti​cal​ly as she star​ted run​ning at them. Her mo​uth kept mo​ving li​ke she was trying to talk but words we​ren’t forth​co​ming-only a cons​tant hum: Mmmm! Mmmm!

    Evajean’s hand was away from her mo​uth now and she scre​amed.
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    Elliot didn’t ha​ve a gun yet. He didn’t ha​ve anyt​hing mo​re than a plas​tic flash​light with a rub​be​ri​zed hand​le and no mo​re we​ight than the two D bat​te​ri​es con​ta​ined wit​hin. Aro​und him we​re only racks of clot​hes: no sho​vels or bats or fi​rep​la​ce po​kers. He was en​ti​rely unar​med.

    Evajean was still scre​aming be​hind him as he fell back, away from the crazy wo​man. El​li​ot’s mind did its best to pro​cess the si​tu​ati​on and co​me up with a so​lu​ti​on but this was all hap​pe​ning too fast. He fla​iled out with his arms, grab​bing at anyt​hing ne​ar, and ca​me away with a me​tal sign from atop one of the racks, a sa​le pri​ce in​di​ca​tor held in a fra​me of alu​mi​num with a we​igh​ted ba​se. This he swung in front of him, wa​ving it at the wo​man whi​le Eva​j​e​an sto​od scre​aming, sho​wing only a vo​id exp​res​si​on of hor​ror.

    He co​uldn’t see, ma​king out just qu​ick flas​hes of that blue vest, cut off aga​in and aga​in as the arc of his swings bro​ught the for sa​le sign thro​ugh the flash​light’s be​am. “Eva​j​e​an!” he cal​led. “Help, dam​mit!”

    He’d backt​rac​ked eno​ugh that Eva​j​e​an, off to one si​de, was bet​we​en him and the Wal-Mart wo​man. In the dif​fu​se light of the be​am he saw her sha​ke her​self, stand tall, and then, as he sho​uted at her to stop, char​ge the​ir as​sa​ilant.

    Evajean hit the wo​man low and hard, knoc​king both of them to the gro​und. She was still scre​aming, the long call co​ming to form his na​me as the two wo​men rol​led back and forth on the ti​le, tras​hing and te​aring.

    What the hell is she do​ing? he tho​ught, unab​le to de​ci​de bet​we​en rus​hing over to jo​in the fray or using this bri​efly sto​len mo​ment to ret​ri​eve a bet​ter we​apon. His mind, ra​cing ahe​ad of his cons​ci​o​us​ness, set​tled on the lat​ter and El​li​ot tur​ned away from the me​lee to lo​ok for a lar​ger club.

    There, may​be ten pa​ces away, ba​rely ma​de out in the flash​light-and El​li​ot im​me​di​ately felt the sting of le​aving Eva​j​e​an back in comp​le​te dark​ness with a crazy per​son-was a man​ne​qu​in, arms stuck out flam​bo​yantly, a man dres​sed for a night out in a che​ap su​it. El​li​ot ran at it, pul​led off the jac​ket, and wrenc​hed one arm out of the thing’s trunk. Hol​ding this new, and much he​avi​er, we​apon abo​ve his he​ad in one hand, he tur​ned back to whe​re Eva​j​e​an and the Wal-Mart wo​man we​re still on the flo​or, still figh​ting fu​ri​o​usly.

    “Get back,” he sho​uted when he was ne​ar them. “Get up!”

    And she did. As so​on as Eva​j​e​an was away, El​li​ot star​ted swin​ging. The im​pacts we​re im​men​se, the shock tra​ve​ling thro​ugh the man​ne​qu​in’s arm, thro​ugh the plas​tic hand, and in​to his. But he kept be​ating her. He didn’t want to stop, not in this ter​rib​le, dark sto​re that had sca​red the shit out of him long be​fo​re they’d co​me ac​ross the psycho; not in this empty, hol​lo​wed out town whe​re he’d had fri​ends and fa​mily, a wi​fe, a child, and lo​vers. He be​at this wo​man li​ke she was all of it, li​ke he co​uld exer​ci​se the pa​in via her blo​odi​ed corp​se.

    Elliot only stop​ped when Eva​j​e​an grab​bed him from be​hind, wrap​ping her arms aro​und his own, sa​ying, “Elli​ot! El​li​ot, stop it!”

    He did.

    The Wal-Mart lady lay on the ti​le, one leg kic​king, her arm twis​ted un​der her back. She ga​zed up at El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an, eyes still wi​de and awa​re, tho​ugh gla​zed with the cra​zi​ness both had se​en be​fo​re du​ring the slow de​aths of lo​ved ones. El​li​ot was sud​denly angry at her for ma​king him do this, for for​cing him to hurt her so badly that she’d be de​ad in a few mi​nu​tes. It was so​me​how easi​er when the di​se​ase to​ok them, no mat​ter how pa​in​ful​ly, but to ha​ve it ma​ke anot​her per​son do it, even in self de​fen​se, only he​igh​te​ned El​li​ot’s de​ri​si​on of the vi​rus-or bac​te​ria, or wha​te​ver the hell it was.

    Evajean sa​id, “Is she okay?”

    Elliot lo​oked at her. Surp​ri​singly, she ap​pe​ared un​hurt, asi​de from a gash ac​ross one che​ek, a rip​ped ear, and torn clot​hes. “I think she’s go​ing to die,” he sa​id.

    Evajean mo​ut​hed “Oh,” and tur​ned away.

    Elliot cro​uc​hed down next to the Wal-Mart lady and le​aned clo​se to her fa​ce. “Can you he​ar me?” he as​ked. The ra​ge was go​ne. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to do that.”

    The wo​man shif​ted her eyes to his and so​me of the crazy ten​si​on went out of her fa​ce. She ope​ned her lips, slid out her ton​gue, and then star​ted bab​bling aga​in, tho​ugh this ti​me qu​i​eter and mo​re me​asu​red.

    It so​un​ded li​ke a lan​gu​age to El​li​ot. Cal​lie has ma​de odd no​ises li​ke all kids do but this was dif​fe​rent. With his da​ugh​ter, they’d cle​arly be​en only so​unds, ran​dom syllab​les her mind as​semb​led as it tri​ed to wrest​le down the vo​ca​bu​lary and syntax the adults we​re bom​bar​ding it with. But with this wo​man, dri​ven mad by the di​se​ase, he he​ard ac​tu​al lan​gu​age. Of co​ur​se he didn’t know what any of it me​ant, just li​ke if he’d be​en drop​ped in a fo​re​ign co​untry, and the words we​re dis​tor​ted from for​cing them thro​ugh the pa​in of her wo​unds, yet it had the so​und of ac​tu​al spe​ech.

    “What are you sa​ying?” he sa​id to her, get​ting his ear as clo​se to her mo​uth as he was com​for​tab​le do​ing with a lady who had, mi​nu​tes ago, be​en trying her best to smash Eva​j​e​an’s he​ad in with her fists.

    But just that stran​ge lan​gu​age ca​me out, no​ne of the words re​cog​ni​zab​le. Each sen​ten​ce was clo​uded with hum​ming, tho​ugh-that cons​tant “Mmm…” that she’d be​en cal​ling out when she’d first char​ged the two of them.

    Then, ab​ruptly, the “Mmm” bro​ke thro​ugh, li​ke it had be​en bloc​ked up but now the who​le word was free. “Mo​re!” she sho​uted. “Mo​re!” Aga​in and aga​in that sing​le word.

    “More what?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Do​es she want you to hit her mo​re?” This last she sa​id with sick inc​re​du​lo​us​ness.

    The sho​uts le​ad to co​ug​hing, ho​we​ver, and the co​ug​hing con​su​med wha​te​ver was left of the Wal-Mart wo​man’s strength af​ter the ter​rib​le inj​uri​es. She fa​ded fast then and wit​hin a mi​nu​te Eva​j​e​an and El​li​ot we​re stan​ding and sit​ting next to not​hing mo​re than a corp​se of the kind they’d both se​en far too many of.
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    “We still ne​ed tho​se guns,” El​li​ot sa​id af​ter he and Eva​j​e​an had com​po​sed them​sel​ves and star​ted thin​king abo​ut such things aga​in. They’d star​ted wal​king, slo​wer this ti​me, the flash​light wa​ved a bit mo​re tho​ro​ughly in ca​se the sto​re ho​used any mo​re cra​zi​es.

    “Definitely,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id and she la​ug​hed.

    “What?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Oh, it’s just-” She la​ug​hed aga​in-very ne​ar gig​gled, ac​tu​al​ly. “This is in​sa​ne. What we’re do​ing: clim​bing aro​und in he​re in the dark and the​re’s that lady back the​re… Did you see what she did to my ear?”

    “I’ll try to ban​da​ge it when we’re back out in the truck,” El​li​ot sa​id. “After we get the guns, let’s try to find the phar​macy area and pick up so​me of that stuff, too.”

    The ear had star​ted to ble​ed and lo​oked ter​rib​le. El​li​ot had no first aid ex​pe​ri​en​ce-a ter​rib​le de​fi​ci​ency in his pa​ren​ting to​ol​box, Cla​ri​ne had told him, but one he’d ne​ver bot​he​red to re​medy-and now he was won​de​ring what he co​uld do be​si​des so​aking a ban​da​ge in al​co​hol and wrap​ping it aro​und Eva​j​e​an’s he​ad.

    Pushing the​ir cart ca​re​ful​ly thro​ugh the ma​ze, fe​ve​rishly vi​gi​lant for at​tacks, they even​tu​al​ly fo​und the spor​ting go​ods sec​ti​on. The gun ca​se, tuc​ked to one si​de be​hind a ring of co​un​ter, had be​en smas​hed. Glass spark​led on the flo​or ti​les and crunc​hed un​der El​li​ot’s bo​ots with a ter​rib​le scra​ped chalk​bo​ard so​und. He prod​ded aro​und in the ca​se and the ne​arby dra​wers with the flash​light whi​le Eva​j​e​an sto​od watch, but ca​me up with not​hing mo​re than a few bo​xes of am​mu​ni​ti​on. So​me​one el​se had had the sa​me idea as they and now that so​me​one was out the​re pro​tec​ting him​self with the​ir guns.

    “Shit,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Maybe the​re’s a gun shop aro​und he​re,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, put​ting her hand on his arm.

    He shrug​ged. “Co​uld be. But what you want to bet it’s loc​ked up? They don’t le​ave tho​se pla​ces open with big glass win​dows for jun​ki​es to smash and ste​al hand​guns.”

    “Do you want to not worry abo​ut it, then?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, vo​ice tin​ged with the fa​in​test exas​pe​ra​ti​on.

    “We sho​uld ha​ve guns,” he sa​id, lo​oking back in the di​rec​ti​on they’d co​me. “That’s why we ca​me in he​re. We get back out​si​de, let’s dri​ve thro​ugh town, see if the​re’s a sto​re. If the​re isn’t, or if it’s loc​ked up, we’ll ke​ep our eyes out on​ce we hit the fre​eway.”

    “Small towns off the high​way al​ways ha​ve gun nuts,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. Then, “This is Vir​gi​nia, you know? We co​uld se​arch ho​uses.”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “I don’t want to do that. It do​esn’t fe​el right.”

    Evajean didn’t ar​gue. “Ta​ke so​me of tho​se bul​lets,” she sa​id. “Might as well get as many as we can.”

    Though all this, from the mo​ment they’d pus​hed the he​avy cart pon​de​ro​usly away from the de​ad wo​man to the​ir di​sap​po​int​ment abo​ut the guns, ne​it​her had spo​ke abo​ut what the crazy per​son had sa​id be​fo​re she’d di​ed. El​li​ot knew they wo​uld, that it’d pro​vi​de cons​tant ro​ad con​ver​sa​ti​on thro​ugh this leg of the​ir jo​ur​ney, but he’d be​en cons​ci​o​usly avo​iding it. He felt put off by his ac​ti​ons, thrown out of whack by the vi​olen​ce he’d fo​und him​self ca​pab​le of. He ima​gi​ned Cal​lie watc​hing him do it, what she’d ha​ve sa​id with her fat​her po​un​ding away with a he​avy hunk of me​tal on anot​her hu​man be​ing un​til that per​son, on​ce ali​ve-even if mad-was tho​ro​ughly bro​ken. She’d ha​ve scre​amed, first of all, and then run to Cla​ri​ne and pro​bably ne​ver ha​ve lo​oked at her daddy with comp​le​te and un​yi​el​ding lo​ve aga​in.

    Was Eva​j​e​an fe​eling the sa​me way? Was she as shoc​ked by his ac​ti​ons as El​li​ot? He didn’t know and didn’t da​re ask for fe​ar that tal​king abo​ut it might for​ce a conf​ron​ta​ti​on and end with the two of them go​ing se​pa​ra​te ways, per​haps one to Co​lo​ra​do and the ot​her to Mon​ta​na. She’d sa​id not​hing and that co​uld be a go​od sign. She’d be​en mo​re in​te​res​ted in what the wo​man was trying to say than in how she was trying to say it thro​ugh a bru​ta​li​zed and dying body.

    “Dog fo​od,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “What?” He wasn’t re​al​ly pa​ying at​ten​ti​on to anyt​hing out​si​de of his own tho​ughts and the swing of the flash​light’s be​am, and her dec​la​ra​ti​on start​led him.

    “We can’t for​get the dog fo​od. That thing will ne​ver for​gi​ve us if we do.”

    “Sure,” he sa​id. “I think it’ll be up he​re on the right.” They we​re ne​ar the front of the sto​re, he​ading past the empty check out li​nes to​ward the phar​macy. Pet sup​pli​es we​re aro​und the​re, he tho​ught, and was right.

    The lack of no​ises from ot​her sto​re oc​cu​pants sin​ce the​ir fight had them both fe​eling a lit​tle mo​re su​re of them​sel​ves. They pic​ked up the​ir pa​ce and so​on had the cart mo​un​ded over as far as it’d go with Ace Ban​da​ges, bot​tles of pe​ro​xi​de and ot​her di​sin​fec​tants, ran​dom me​di​cal sup​pli​es, and two hu​ge bags of Al​po dry dog fo​od. El​li​ot fo​und ro​om in the cart to squ​e​eze a plush dog bed, too, and stac​ked a co​up​le pac​ka​ges of raw​hi​de bo​nes on top. It felt go​od to be ta​king ca​re of so​met​hing.

    Outside, with the sun’s light che​ering them up im​men​sely, they lo​aded the truck, so​me​how ma​king ro​om for it all, and fed the dog. The puppy de​mo​lis​hed its pi​le of fo​od in se​conds, con​su​ming half of it and spre​ading the ot​her half ac​ross the back se​at. Eva​j​e​an la​ug​hed and El​li​ot smi​led, and they both de​ci​ded that the​ir next or​der of bu​si​ness, just as so​on as the guns we​re ta​ken ca​re of, was the gi​ve the ani​mal a na​me. Eva​j​e​an sa​id she had so​met​hing in mind but told El​li​ot to think of his own be​fo​re she ga​ve away her idea. “I don’t want to pre​j​udi​ce you,” she sa​id.

    They pul​led out of the par​king lot, dri​ving slowly on​ce aga​in, this ti​me not be​ca​use of obs​tac​les but, rat​her, be​ca​use the back of the truck lo​oked li​ke an overs​tuf​fed land​fill and a tight turn or a go​od bump wo​uld ha​ve sent all the​ir hard won sup​pli​es tumb​ling out in​to the stre​et.
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    “There’s one!” Eva​j​e​an sho​uted. “Back! Go back! You mis​sed it.”

    Elliot stop​ped the truck and lo​oked out the back win​dow. Su​re eno​ugh, a few sto​res be​hind on the right was tiny sign that sa​id “GUNS.” It hung in the front of a mom-and-pop spor​ting go​ods shop, right in the mid​dle of a lar​ge-and un​bar​red-win​dow.

    “Huh,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “No gun wan​ting cra​zi​es he​re,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Smashing the win​dow pro​ved un​ne​ces​sary, as so​me​one had be​en kind eno​ugh to le​ave the front do​or prop​ped open with a rus​ting cof​fee can. “Lucky,” El​li​ot sa​id and Eva​j​e​an smi​led at him.

    “It’s a go​od thing,” she sa​id, “that not all of us are as glo​om and do​om as you.”

    He shrug​ged. “The world works out in the end, I gu​ess.”

    Elliot pus​hed open the do​or and was re​li​eved to see that the sto​re was both tiny and, be​ca​use of the hu​ge win​dow, well lit. If the​re was any dan​ger in​si​de, they’d be ab​le to see it co​ming. “Gent​le​men first,” he sa​id and step​ped in​si​de.

    The sign sho​uld ha​ve be​en big​ger. The sto​re ow​ners, whe​re​ver they’d go​ne, cle​arly had a thing for fi​re​arms. The sto​re had the re​qu​isi​te racks of jer​seys, the ca​ge of le​at​her and rub​ber balls for va​ri​o​us sports, and a ki​osk pac​ked with fis​hing po​les and lit​tle bags of ar​ti​fi​ci​al ba​it, but the ma​in at​trac​ti​on, which to​ok up an en​ti​re wall and se​ve​ral shel​ves along the back, was a col​lec​ti​on of guns sig​ni​fi​cant eno​ugh to ma​ke El​li​ot fe​el rat​her un​com​for​tab​le. True, Vir​gi​nia was a gun lo​ving sta​te, but the​se pe​op​le pro​bably ado​red the things mo​re than the​ir own child​ren.

    “What do think we ne​ed?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked. “I don’t even know what so​me of this stuff is.”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “Me too. But we sho​uld stick to shot​guns li​ke we sa​id. Easy to sho​ot, and we don’t ha​ve to aim. If the​re’s anot​her per​son li​ke at the Wal-Mart, I don’t want to miss. I think what we want’s right back he​re.”

    He clim​bed over the co​un​ter and ope​ned a ca​bi​net whe​re shot​guns we​re li​ned up in a long rack, trig​gers fa​cing out and loc​ked. “Lo​ok for the keys,” he told Eva​j​e​an as he be​gan pul​ling the guns out and ins​pec​ting them. “May​be they’re by the re​gis​ter,” he sa​id and po​in​ted.

    Evajean star​ted rum​ma​ging aro​und whi​le El​li​ot tri​ed to fi​gu​re out what the dif​fe​ren​ce was bet​we​en the we​apons he had ar​ra​yed out on the co​un​ter. So​me we​re shor​ter, so​me lon​ger, a co​up​le with do​ub​le bar​rels. One had a small clip cur​ving out from in front of the trig​ger gu​ard, but most just had slots along the top to lo​ad shells. He set the one with the clip to the si​de, kno​wing he sho​uld ta​ke it for the se​cu​rity of the ext​ra am​mo, but ho​ping they ne​ver en​ded up in a si​tu​ati​on whe​re mo​re than a co​up​le of shots we​re ne​ces​sary.

    He didn’t li​ke the lo​ok of the do​ub​le bar​rel monst​ro​sity, su​re it’d bre​ak the arm of whic​he​ver one of them was reck​less eno​ugh to pull the trig​ger. Af​ter a co​up​le mi​nu​tes, du​ring which Eva​j​e​an ope​ned dra​wers, swo​re, and clo​sed them aga​in, El​li​ot had it nar​ro​wed down to three, inc​lu​ding the one with the clip. “Any luck on tho​se keys?” he cal​led over his sho​ul​der.

    “No,” she sa​id, “no​ne. So​me​one must’ve to​ok them-li​ke af​ter they prop​ped the do​or.”

    Elliot lo​oked at a trig​ger gu​ard, at the lo​op of me​tal set de​ep in​to the two hal​ves of the lock. “I don’t think we’ll be ab​le to cut the​se off,” he sa​id.

    “I bet that’s the po​int,” she sa​id, and bent down clo​se to the cash re​gis​ter dra​wer. “In he​re, may​be? It’s loc​ked-but I bet they’re in the​re.”

    “Can we smash it? Pry it open?”

    “We can try but it’s pro​bably pretty to​ugh to bust open.” She la​ug​hed. “I bet that’s the po​int, too.”

    He le​aned back aga​inst the ca​se and lo​oked at her. “You’ve be​en in a go​od mo​od,” he sa​id.

    “Yeah.” She pa​used. “Ye​ah, I gu​ess I ha​ve. Af​ter that wo​man in the sto​re and get​ting kind of a rush, it’s li​ke I gu​ess I fe​el li​ke we’re ac​tu​al​ly do​ing this. We’re gon​na find that thing and know what it is. And,” she ad​ded, “it’s be​en ni​ce to think abo​ut so​met​hing ot​her than Henry.”

    “Uh huh,” he sa​id, re​ali​zing that he’d be​en thin​king an aw​ful lot abo​ut Cla​ri​ne and Cal​lie sin​ce they’d left. “Well,” he sa​id qu​ickly, “let’s see abo​ut that re​gis​ter.”

    In the end, they to​ok it with them, un​bol​ting it from the co​un​ter top, and lo​ading it in​to the truck, along the guns and a bit mo​re am​mo to sup​ple​ment what they’d pic​ked up from Wal-mart. If they fi​gu​red out a way to open it and fo​und the keys in​si​de, they’d un​lock the guns and be do​ne with it. But if the keys we​ren’t in the​re-or the re​gis​ter pro​ved par​ti​cu​larly stub​born-they ag​re​ed to ke​ep the​ir eyes open on​ce aga​in for ot​her pla​ces to find guns. That is​sue tem​po​ra​rily de​alt with, they he​aded out of town to​ward I-70.

    The puppy glan​ced at them sle​epily when the truck star​ted, then rol​led over and clo​sed its eyes. El​li​ot ho​ped it wasn’t sick.

    “What do you think that thing was?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked, as El​li​ot dro​ve the truck at a go​od clip along the high​way, al​ways ca​re​ful not to over​do it and spill the​ir he​aps of sup​pli​es.

    “What thing?”

    “That wo​man. The one who…” She fin​ge​red her ear. They’d patc​hed it up as best they co​uld, cle​aning the wo​und with al​co​hol and Q-tips, and it lo​oked li​ke it’d he​al up okay. Eva​j​e​an was okay, too, and thank​ful​ly didn’t ne​ed to be con​cer​ned abo​ut the pla​gue the wo​man had car​ri​ed. It’d be​en fi​gu​red out by aut​ho​ri​ti​es long ago that the di​se​ase co​uldn’t be spre​ad by bo​dily flu​ids.

    “I don’t know. She was in​fec​ted, I gu​ess.”

    “But they don’t at​tack li​ke that,” she sa​id. “At le​ast Henry didn’t.”

    “One’s I saw didn’t eit​her, but I don’t know, they did all kinds of ot​her stran​ge things.”

    “You me​an the bab​bling?” she sa​id, and pan​to​mi​med the ra​pid mo​uth mo​ve​ments they’d both be​co​me so fa​mi​li​ar with.

    “That, but the eyes al​so. And the way she mo​ved. It was li​ke Cla​ri​ne be​fo​re I- I had to tie her to a cha​ir at the end, did you know that?”

    “No,” she sa​id.

    “I did. She kept trying to run off. I tho​ught may​be she was so out of it by then, so far go​ne that may​be she was trying to find Cal​lie, my da​ugh​ter, and may​be she tho​ught Cal​lie was still ali​ve. That’s what this wo​man was li​ke.”

    “Searching.”

    “Not whi​le she was hit​ting you, but ye​ah. At the end, ye​ah. When she was on the gro​und and tal​king to us-and dying-it was just li​ke with Cla​ri​ne,” he sa​id, re​ali​zing he was tal​king fast but li​king it. It felt go​od to get all this out, wha​te​ver it was he was trying to say, and to be tal​king abo​ut Cla​ri​ne and Cal​lie aga​in.

    “But why aren’t they all li​ke that? Was Cal​lie that way?”

    “No,” he sa​id. “She got sick the way most of them did. Qu​i​et, tal​king un​der her bre​ath.”

    “And then she di​ed.”

    “Yeah.”

    “That’s li​ke it was with Henry,” she sa​id.

    They ro​de si​lently for half an ho​ur af​ter that, El​li​ot con​cent​ra​ting on the ro​ad and Eva​j​e​an pla​ying with the dog. She still hadn’t told him what na​me she had in mind for it and he still co​uldn’t think of one him​self.
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    There we​ren’t many cars on the fre​eway. Most pe​op​le, when fa​ced with the pros​pect of wi​desp​re​ad de​ath, shi​ed away from ro​ad trips, he​ading ho​me ins​te​ad to ca​re for im​me​di​ate fa​mily-or just to ho​le up in the ho​use and ho​pe the di​sas​ter so​me​how mis​sed them. It’s exactly what El​li​ot had do​ne. This me​ant that the long stretc​hes of Ame​ri​ca bet​we​en the cen​ters of po​pu​la​ti​on we​re empty, vast stretc​hes of grass and tre​es and farms, vi​ewed from cur​ves of ro​ad unc​log​ged by the nor​mal rush of tran​sit. The sce​ne was pe​ace and so El​li​ot dro​ve, let​ting his tho​ughts stumb​le aro​und me​mo​ri​es of his wi​fe and child, the events of the last se​ve​ral months, and the sud​den at​tack ear​li​er in the day. He didn’t bot​her Eva​j​e​an, fi​gu​ring she was do​ing much the sa​me as he, and they we​re com​for​tab​le.

    The still air in​si​de the truck was even​tu​al​ly bro​ken by a qu​ick con​ver​sa​ti​on abo​ut how long they’d dri​ve to​day and whe​re they’d stop for the night. El​li​ot wan​ted to go la​te and ke​ep go​ing un​til the thre​at of sle​ep was too gre​at. If that me​ant a night in the truck, they’d ma​na​ge. Eva​j​e​an co​uldn’t ta​ke over for him. She’d ne​ver le​ar​ned to dri​ve a stick and El​li​ot had in​sis​ted on get​ting one when he and Cla​ri​ne had be​en out shop​ping for this truck. “I’m gon​na dri​ve so​met​hing li​ke that,” he’d sa​id, “the le​ast I can do is try to ma​ke it fun.”

    

* * *
    

    Miles la​ter, El​li​ot squ​in​ted his eyes and le​aned for​ward over the ste​ering whe​el. “The fuck?” he sa​id.

    “Huh?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. She’d fal​len as​le​ep, the dog on her lap, and so had mis​sed the thin​ning of signs of ci​vi​li​za​ti​on as they got clo​ser to the inc​re​ased up​ward slo​pe of the Ap​pa​lac​hi​ans. She’s al​so mis​sed what El​li​ot was lo​oking at now: a gro​up of fi​ve pe​op​le, mo​ving along the si​de of the ro​ad up ahe​ad in an odd, shuf​fling jog, arms aro​und each ot​her’s sho​ul​ders li​ke ca​ro​lers lost from a Christ​mas party.

    “Look,” El​li​ot sa​id, po​in​ting ac​ross the dash. “I think that’s mo​re of them.”

    Evajean sat up and pe​ered thro​ugh truck’s winds​hi​eld, hand held over her eyes to blog the sun. The puppy sto​od up awk​wardly and sne​ezed. “Mo​re zom​bi​es,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Elliot blin​ked. He hadn’t tho​ught of them as that be​fo​re, but she was right. That’s exactly what the​se things on the ro​ad we​re, exactly what the crazy wo​man in Wal-Mart had be​en. Zom​bi​es. May​be not wal​king de​ad but cer​ta​inly mind​less cra​zi​es.

    “I think so,” he sa​id. “I’m just go​ing to dri​ve past.”

    “You me​an ins​te​ad of stop?”

    “Yes.”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id. “I don’t think we sho​uld stop.”

    So they didn’t and the tiny swarm tur​ned the​ir he​ads si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly to watch them as they dro​ve by, all fi​ve chat​te​ring in the​ir cha​rac​te​ris​tic fas​hi​on.

    “This is just stran​ge,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id as the zom​bi​es di​sap​pe​ared from the re​ar​vi​ew. “Why didn’t we see any of them be​fo​re?”

    “Don’t know,” he sa​id.

    A qu​ar​ter of an ho​ur la​ter they saw mo​re of them. Twenty or so, wan​de​ring in that we​ird ga​it, we​re in the left la​ne, he​ading in the sa​me di​rec​ti​on as El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an. The​se they pas​sed as well, and the next batch, too, this ti​me may​be fifty shamb​ling and tal​king at not​hing as they wal​ked.

    Soon, El​li​ot had to slow to avo​id them. The ro​ad was thick with pe​op​le, all of them cle​arly as mad as the Wal-Mart lady, swe​eping out ac​ross the pla​ne to​ward them in a gre​at wa​ve. It lo​oked li​ke the po​pu​la​ti​on of an en​ti​re town mig​ra​ting thro​ugh the Vir​gi​nia co​untry​si​de. The in​fec​ted mo​ved er​ra​ti​cal​ly, of​ten wal​king in​to each ot​her or trip​ping, but they all we​re alert and fo​cu​sed. El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an sta​red and El​li​ot slo​wed the truck li​ke they we​re pas​sing an ac​ci​dent.

    “Don’t,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, but El​li​ot wasn’t lis​ting. He co​uldn’t co​unt the​ir num​ber, had no re​al idea how many we​re co​ming to​ward the ve​hic​le, but the co​lumn was wi​de and long. The​re we​re men and wo​men of every age and child​ren, too. So​me lo​oked cle​an and well dres​sed, li​ke they’d just he​aded out for a pe​ace​ful stroll, whi​le ot​hers we​re inj​ured, lim​ping, clot​hes torn and dir​ti​ed. Yet all of them we​re ca​re​ful to avo​id the truck, to stop wal​king long eno​ugh to let is pass. They didn’t ma​ke eye con​tact with the two pas​sen​gers, didn’t se​em to ack​now​led​ge them at all, in fact, at le​ast not​hing be​yond re​cog​ni​zing the dan​ger of the truck.

    After half a mi​nu​te the crowd thin​ned and so​on El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an we​re dri​ving thro​ugh empty sce​nery aga​in, too stun​ned to talk abo​ut what they’d just se​en.

    

* * *
    

    The day’s light had dim​med and the high​way was sna​king thro​ugh the gent​le cur​ves of the Ap​pa​lac​hi​ans when they ran in​to the boy.

    Elliot had be​en figh​ting the we​ight of his eye​lids and the ne​ed of his he​ad to drop on​to the com​for​tab​le sup​port of the se​at belt strap by his ear when Eva​j​e​an scre​amed.

    “Look out!”

    He hit the bre​aks and swer​ved, not pa​ying much at​ten​ti​on to what he was do​ing, and start​led out of drow​si​ness. At first he didn’t see anyt​hing, just the arc of the ro​ad and the tre​es bor​de​ring it on eit​her si​de. But then, as Eva​j​e​an fran​ti​cal​ly re​pe​ated her com​mand, he saw the boy.

    He was wal​king out from bet​we​en the tre​es and to​ward the ro​ad, he​ad sha​king vi​olently, his path con​fu​sed. The truck was skid​ding very ne​arly si​de​ways now, and as El​li​ot jo​ined Eva​j​e​an in what had be​co​me lit​tle mo​re than word​less sho​uting, the re​ar end of the ve​hic​le, still mo​ving at con​si​de​rab​le spe​ed, slam​med in​to the boy.

    They co​uld both he​ar the im​pact, even over the​ir own vo​ices and the bar​king of the puppy, and the so​und was ter​rib​le. The​re was a lo​ud bang and a drawn out crunch, and then the truck was off the ro​ad and whip​ping aro​und di​rectly at the tre​es. This se​cond col​li​si​on, far from be​ing me​rely audib​le, en​ti​rely drow​ned out everyt​hing el​se.
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    Elliot pus​hed him​self off the ste​ering whe​el, mo​aned, and ran his hand ca​re​ful​ly ac​ross his fo​re​he​ad. So​met​hing didn’t fe​el right, so​met​hing mo​re than the warm tac​ki​ness his fin​gers skip​ped lightly ac​ross, so​met​hing mo​re than the pa​in even this ten​der con​tact ra​di​ated bet​we​en his temp​les. No, this was an out of pla​ce dif​fe​ren​ce, a nag​ging chan​ge in what he had ex​pec​ted af​ter a li​fe​ti​me of per​for​ming just such a ges​tu​re. He had en​co​un​te​red no ha​ir. He tho​ught abo​ut this a mo​ment, then felt the he​avy we​ight we​ight of the se​at belt ac​ross his chest and the he​at of blo​od in his che​eks.

    Je was up​si​de down. Han​ging, held fast in the the truck’s se​at, he co​uld now see lo​am crus​hed aga​inst the winds​hi​eld and he​ar the so​unds of the fo​rest co​ming thro​ugh the smas​hed dri​ver’s si​de win​dow. This was all dis​tant, tho​ugh, li​ke he was watc​hing it on a te​le​vi​si​on ac​ross the ro​om. If he just clo​sed his eyes, may​be, and let a short nap in​cu​ba​te him aga​inst the sen​se of disp​la​ce​ment, then he co​uld ap​pro​ach the si​tu​ati​on with the cle​ar he​ad ne​ces​sary to fi​gu​re out what to do next.

    No, El​li​ot. That’s not right. Go​ing to sle​ep is, in fact, the worst thing you can do.

    He gro​aned and for​ced him​self to lo​ok aro​und. Only his win​dow was bro​ken and, out the back, he co​uld see a li​ne of scat​te​red sup​pli​es spre​ad ac​ross what lo​oked li​ke the slo​pe of a hill. He swo​re, thin​king of how much ti​me it’d ta​ken him and Eva​j​e​an to col​lect all that stuff and get it sto​wed away in the truck.

    Evajean-

    She wasn’t the​re. He lo​oked aga​in at the pas​sen​ger se​at, pa​nic ma​king his fa​ce even hot​ter, but it was empty. Her se​at belt was ret​rac​ted and twis​ted aro​und the he​ad​rest. He didn’t see any blo​od.

    “Evajean!” he tri​ed to call out, but the pres​su​re ac​ross his chest was too much and he only cro​aked an inar​ti​cu​la​te vo​wel so​und.

    She was go​ne. And so was the dog. This last hit him har​der than Eva​j​e​an’s ab​sen​ce, ac​tu​al​ly, and the fe​eling sha​med him. It’s just that the dog was his. He’d fo​und it and not mat​ter how go​od her idea might be, he’d be the one to na​me it.

    His tho​ughts we​re fuzzy. He ne​eded to fo​cus. Whe​re Eva​j​e​an west was mo​re im​por​tant than a puppy, he knew that. The​re wasn’t any blo​od and no he​ad sha​ped frac​tu​re in the win​dows, so she was pro​bably uni​nj​ured. May​be she’d go​ne for help.

    He la​ug​hed at this. Help had di​ed with the rest of the world.

    Elliot re​ac​hed aro​und and un​did the se​at belt’s buck​le, hol​ding his ot​her arm abo​ve his he​ad to bra​ce his fall. This small ges​tu​re ba​rely hel​ped-the pa​in in his skull blo​omed aga​in and he lay writ​hing on the ro​of of the truck for what se​emed a very long ti​me.

    When it aba​ted, El​li​ot drag​ged him​self thro​ugh the bro​ken win​dow, ca​re​ful of glass, and sto​od up. The tre​es had kil​led most of the re​ma​ining sun​light, which fil​te​red we​akly thro​ugh the ca​nopy. The gro​und was wet and dark, overg​rown with moss and ivy, much of this blan​ke​ting de​ca​ying logs. He co​uldn’t see any sign of fo​ot traf​fic, no dis​car​ded clot​hes or sup​pli​es that might gi​ve him so​me idea of whe​re Eva​j​e​an had go​ne. He sho​uted her na​me aga​in, get​ting the full vo​lu​me this ti​me, but re​ce​ived no res​pon​se. She must be far away, then, and he didn’t know which di​rec​ti​on that might be.

    Elliot tur​ned aro​und to see abo​ut the truck. They cer​ta​inly wo​uldn’t be dri​ving it back up the hill. The grill was smas​hed up aga​inst a hu​ge tree stump and the left front ti​re was bent at a bad ang​le. Everyt​hing they’d ca​re​ful​ly bac​ked in​to the back, the en​ti​re ha​ul, had be​en scat​te​red by the fall in a ne​at path back up the slo​pe, with a lar​ge dump of it whe​re the truck and pro​bably first rol​led over. It was to this pi​le he now ran, re​mem​ber the swarm of cra​zi​es they’d dri​ven thro​ugh, and thin​king his first step, be​fo​re trac​king down Eva​j​e​an, was to find one of the shot​guns.

    This mi​nor qu​est pro​ved suc​ces​sful af​ter a scant fi​ve mi​nu​tes. Wed​ged bet​we​en two rocks, stic​king up li​ke the sword in the sto​ne, was the gun with the cur​ved clip, the one he’d con​ve​ni​ently lo​aded af​ter they’d ta​ken it, trying to fi​gu​re out how the thing wor​ked. Hol​ding it now, tho​ugh, he swo​re. He’d for​got​ten abo​ut the trig​ger lock and, lo​oking aro​und, he co​uldn’t see the cash re​gis​ter anyw​he​re. Even if he fo​und it, what we​re the chan​ces of the key be​ing in​si​de? And how wo​uld he get it open to check?

    He kept the gun, tho​ugh, as he wor​ked his way back down the hill. Hol​ding it ma​de him fe​el mo​re se​cu​re, even kno​wing the best he co​uld do wo​uld be to club an as​sa​ilant with the stock.

    Armed and re​ady to set out, he cal​led Eva​j​e​an’s na​me aga​in. The so​und only ec​ho​ed back. Whe​re wo​uld she ha​ve go​ne? Back up to the ro​ad ma​de sen​se: at le​ast the​re she’d ha​ve a di​rec​ti​on to walk and an easy path to fol​low to get back to the truck, whet​her she fo​und help or not. She’d be dumb to do it, he tho​ught-a crowd of cra​zi​es might be up the​re, with that boy they’d hit just the ad​van​ce gu​ard-but Eva​j​e​an struck him as per​fectly prac​ti​cal. Hol​ding fast to the gun, El​li​ot be​gan clim​bing the hill.

    It wasn’t far to the ro​ad. The truck must not ha​ve be​en go​ing fast when it slid off the pa​ve​ment, be​ca​use it only to​ok him a few mi​nu​tes to bre​ak thro​ugh the tre​es and lo​ok out on the empty stretch of asp​halt. Both di​rec​ti​ons we​re cle​ar, so he cho​se the one le​ading furt​her in​to the mo​un​ta​ins. They hadn’t pas​sed any re​al signs of ci​vi​li​za​ti​on on the way up and Eva​j​e​an knew that. She’d press on, ho​ping to get lucky.

    Elliot did the sa​me. For a half an ho​ur he wal​ked, glad for the ple​asant chill of fall, but ten​sely ob​ser​vant for mo​re of the pe​op​le they’d dri​ven thro​ugh. He didn’t want to ha​ve to try to fight an​yo​ne, didn’t trust him​self to do it right. The vic​tory at the Wal-mart, if cal​ling it that ma​de sen​se, was luck and fe​ar and the mad​ness of the mo​ment. Re​pe​ating it was un​lucky. So he stuck to the ed​ge of the ro​ad, by the tre​es, and kept him​self re​ady to run in​to the fo​rest at the first sign of pur​su​it.

    None ca​me, ho​we​ver. Even​tu​al​ly, the ro​ad bent up in a ste​ep cur​ve, and a the mid​po​int of the arc he saw a wo​oden plank na​iled to a the trunk of a lar​ge pi​ne. Next to this the fo​rest ope​ned and a dirt path, ten fe​et wi​de, he​aded off down a gent​le slo​pe. The plank, aged and grey, sa​id, “Na​hom. Po​pu​la​ti​on 140 or so.”

    Elliot tap​ped his fist aga​inst the sign as to​ok the turn, ma​king his way back down aga​in in​to the fo​rest.
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    The dirt ro​ad to Na​hom was much mo​re of the for​mer than the lat​ter. He hi​ked for at le​ast a qu​ar​ter of a mi​le, ca​re​ful not to lo​se the track. This wasn’t easy. The ro​ad wi​de​ned and cont​rac​ted, was per​fo​ra​ted by clumps of small tre​es, and in one spot not too far af​ter he star​ted, di​sap​pe​ared en​ti​rely. El​li​ot had to wan​der for​ward in a wi​de arc, al​ways glan​cing back to not get lost, be​fo​re he fo​und it aga​in. In fact, per​haps dri​ven by the frust​ra​ti​on he was al​re​ady fe​eling from the dest​ruc​ti​on of the truck and the loss of the​ir sup​pli​es, he qu​ickly ca​me to think that the sign was just a joke or that Na​hom had on​ce had 140 or so but was now long go​ne, li​ke that co​lony at Ro​ano​ke Is​land.

    He pres​sed on, tho​ugh, be​ca​use re​al​ly he didn’t ha​ve anyt​hing el​se to do. He co​uld eit​her fol​low the ro​ad to whe​re​ver it did-or didn’t-le​ad, or he co​uld go back to the ro​ad and ke​ep on along it, pro​bably get​ting furt​her from Eva​j​e​an with each step. This who​le thing was sup​po​sed to ha​ve be​en an ad​ven​tu​re, a way for him to get out of that de​ad town with so​me​one ali​ve and sha​re the ro​ad with her and may​be, if they we​re very lucky, fi​gu​re out whe​re the Ho​le was, what it was, and bring a deg​ree of clo​su​re to the mad​ness of ci​vi​li​za​ti​on’s ap​pa​rent end. And that’s exactly how he’d felt un​til he ca​me awa​ke up​si​de down in the truck, that ot​her li​ving per​son go​ne, and the ad​ven​tu​re ve​ering in a ter​rib​le di​rec​ti​on be​fo​re it’d had much of a chan​ce to even be​gin.

    “Fuck!” he sho​uted, over​co​me with des​pa​ir that wo​uld la​ter just em​bar​rass him. Right now, ho​we​ver, the exas​pe​ra​ti​on was​hed over him with per​fect re​aso​nab​le​ness. How el​se was he sup​po​sed to act? How wo​uld an​yo​ne act in this kind of in​sa​ne si​tu​ati​on?

    Elliot le​aned aga​inst a tree and set the gun down. He re​ali​zed then that he’d for​got to bring a wa​ter bot​tle, had in fact for​got to bring anyt​hing be​yond the use​less we​apon. This ma​de him la​ugh sickly, kno​wing that, of co​ur​se, he hadn’t bro​ught wa​ter or fo​od or any item that might ke​ep him ali​ve long eno​ugh to see this ad​ven​tu​re tho​ugh its next turn. He-

    He he​ard so​met​hing. Up ahe​ad, tho​ugh tre​es den​se and low, so​met​hing was wal​king aro​und. Tho​ughts of Wal-mart flas​hed and El​li​ot grab​bed up the gun aga​in, hol​ding it tight and re​ady to swing. He step​ped softly to​ward the tre​es, trying not to ma​ke any no​ise and be​ing mostly suc​ces​sful, but al​most as so​on as he be​gan to mo​ve the so​unds from the gro​ve stop​ped. El​li​ot fro​ze, a do​zen fe​et from whe​re he tho​ught the no​ises had co​me from. Had it he​ard him? He didn’t think one of the cra​zi​es wo​uld ha​ve stop​ped if it had. El​li​ot had them peg​ged mo​re as ag​gres​si​ve-or wholly un​ca​ring li​kes the ones on the ro​ad.

    He crept clo​ser, lif​ting the gun hig​her, re​ady to bring it down fast if so​met​hing sprang out of the tre​es. The wo​ods we​re qu​i​et and El​li​ot re​ali​zed he co​uldn’t he​ar any mumb​ling, no​ne of the stran​ge spe​aking in ton​gu​es com​mon to the cra​zi​es. He co​uldn’t be su​re they all did that but the ones he and Eva​j​e​an had run in​to cer​ta​in did, so may​be…

    “Hello?” he sa​id, just abo​ve a whis​per, his vo​ice crac​ked but ho​pe​ful.

    No res​pon​se, but wha​te​ver was back the​re star​ted mo​ving aga​in, run​ning this ti​me, and away from him de​eper in​to the fo​rest. “No, wa​it!” El​li​ot sa​id, and bro​ke off af​ter it.

    Once du​ring this bri​ef cha​se he tho​ught he saw the ot​her per​son: just a qu​ick glimp​se of cloth, may​be the hem of a skirt, and black sho​es kic​king up dirt and moss. The​se we​re small, child si​zed, and El​li​ot felt the hot gu​ilt of run​ning over that boy, no mat​ter if he’d be​en one of them. Was he run​ning thro​ugh the wo​ods af​ter a kid?

    “I’m not go​ing to hurt you,” he cal​led to her, su​re it was a her be​ca​use lit​tle boys don’t we​ar skirts and don’t ha​ve sho​es li​ke that. “Stop run​ning, ple​ase!” All the​se words had the stac​ca​to thum​ping that co​mes with run​ning, and they we​re very li​kely unin​tel​li​gib​le. He wis​hed she’d gi​ve up this silly eva​si​on. He just wan​ted to talk, to find out whe​re he was and we​re Eva​j​e​an was.

    “Please, stop,” he cal​led aga​in. But she didn’t. He ran on and so did she, El​li​ot fol​lo​wing mo​re flas​hes of the dress-it was yel​low and ank​le length-and tho​se black, Sun​day scho​ol style sho​es. Was she from Na​hom, one of the hund​red and forty or so?

    It was whi​le he was thin​king this last that the bab​bling star​ted. From his right, clo​ser than he gu​es​sed the girl to be, he he​ard anot​her set of fo​ot​fal​ls, and the ba​rely lin​gu​is​tic mumb​ling of one of the cra​zi​es. Oh, shit, he tho​ught. Oh, no, not now. Ple​ase.

    He stop​ped run​ning and tur​ned in that di​rec​ti​on. A bri​ef, ter​rib​le mo​ment of calm held him, and then not the ex​pec​ted one but three of the cra​zi​es-of the zom​bi​es-emer​ged from thro​ugh a li​ne of rasp​ber​ry bus​hes. They brus​hed ab​sently at the branc​hes, ca​su​al​ly un​con​cer​ned with the de​ep scratc​hes and wel​ting li​nes of blo​od ca​used by the thorns. El​li​ot felt ter​ribly silly with his loc​ked gun held out in front of him.

    “Stay back,” he sa​id, but of co​ur​se they pa​id no at​ten​ti​on. The three-a wo​man in a bright red sun dress, and two men who wo​uldn’t ha​ve lo​oked out of pla​ce ar​gu​ing in front of a jud​ge-just kept co​ming at him, tal​king lo​uder now, li​ke fri​ends from a fo​re​ign co​untry out for an eve​ning hi​ke. He con​ti​nu​ed to yell at them, com​man​ding them to turn back, that he didn’t want to ha​ve to hurt them. And they con​ti​nu​ed to ig​no​re him. El​li​ot star​ted bac​king up, ke​eping the gun high, fe​eling out be​hind him with the he​els of his fe​et so he wo​uldn’t trip over any low ve​ge​ta​ti​on or fal​len branc​hes.

    The cra​zi​es se​emed to no​ti​ce him for the first ti​me. The wo​man po​in​ted and all three stop​ped tal​king. And then they char​ged.
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    Elliot tur​ned away and ran. He didn’t ca​re what di​rec​ti​on and had lost all im​me​di​ate de​si​re to find Eva​j​e​an or Na​hom, if it exis​ted. What he wan​ted was only to get away from the​se three zom​bi​es, his mind flo​oded with mad tho​ughts of be​ing bit​ten and tur​ned in​to one of them.

    Glancing back, he co​uld see the wo​man was out in front, ha​ving over​ta​ken the two su​its, and was sprin​ting af​ter him with her he​ad down and her arms pum​ping. The men only jog​ged, fa​ces po​in​ted up at the tre​es and sky, sho​uting in​co​he​rently. They we​re qu​ickly be​ing out​pa​ced by the wo​man and El​li​ot tho​ught it wo​uld be easy to lo​se them if they kept that pa​ce.

    The wo​man, ho​we​ver, was fast. El​li​ot wasn’t a run​ner, had ne​ver go​ne out for track in high scho​ol, ha​ted tre​ad​mil​ls, and didn’t exer​ci​se ne​arly eno​ugh on​ce the lands​ca​ping bu​si​ness went bust and he mo​ved on to an in​si​de, be​hind a com​pu​ter job. He co​uldn’t ke​ep this spe​ed up for any dis​tan​ce but that wo​man-she lo​oked li​ke a god​damn ma​rat​hon run​ner.

    So he did the best he co​uld. He pum​ped his legs, glan​cing down oc​ca​si​onal​ly at his fe​et to ma​ke su​re he wasn’t go​ing to trip, and ran. He for​got abo​ut the girl he’d be​en cha​sing, abo​ut fin​ding Eva​j​e​an, abo​ut the dog and the over​tur​ned truck. He didn’t think abo​ut the shot​gun or the fact that he’d be mighty thirsty by the ti​me he fi​nal​ly slo​wed. All he co​uld ma​na​ge to ke​ep in his mind was the ima​ge of that wo​man in a red dress.

    And so he fell. Had he be​en pa​ying mo​re at​ten​ti​on, put​ting ef​fort in​to do​ing mo​re than ste​aling glan​ces at the gro​und, he might ha​ve se​en the grey branch with a li​ne of dirty whi​te mush​ro​oms. He might ha​ve lif​ted his fo​ot over it and kept go​ing-and may​be even out​pa​ced the wo​man in red, with ad​re​na​li​ne do​ing what his skills co​uldn’t.

    Elliot felt his toe catch and had a mo​ment to think abo​ut this be​fo​re the gro​und was at his fa​ce and the gun was tumb​ling from his hand. He tri​ed to roll over but his shoe was twis​ted in the branch. He swo​re and scramb​led, pul​ling at his fo​ot, but pa​nic of the si​tu​ati​on got the best of him and he even​tu​al​ly fro​ze, watc​hing wit​ho​ut bre​at​hing as the wo​man in red slo​wed and stop​ped next to him. She was still tal​king, words he didn’t un​ders​tand but in a lan​gu​age that so​un​ded li​ke he co​uld if only he had so​me​one to te​ach him. Her ton​gue kept pop​ping out from bet​we​en her te​eth, but she’d pull it back in just be​fo​re bi​ting it in her mad gib​be​ring.

    She held out her hand to him.

    “Get away from me,” he sa​id, and tur​ned his he​ad away to lo​ok for the gun.

    When he lo​oked back-after se​e​ing the shot​gun wit​hin stretc​hing re​ach-she had cro​uc​hed down next to him and was sli​ding her hand along the gro​und to​ward his leg. He kic​ked and she pul​led back, stop​ping her bab​bling long eno​ugh to gla​re. “The hell do you want?” he as​ked her, pus​hing out with his fe​et, trying to for​ce his body clo​ser to the gun.

    She ga​ve him a lo​ok, one he tho​ught might ha​ve be​en ge​nu​ine in​te​rest, may​be puz​zle​ment, and then she star​ted tal​king. This was calm, slow, li​ke she was spe​aking to a child or a re​tar​ded per​son, and El​li​ot al​most la​ug​hed at how con​si​de​ra​te she was. Be​hind her now, li​ke body​gu​ards flan​king so​me di​va, he co​uld see the two su​ited cra​zi​es, wal​king ca​su​al​ly and chat​te​ring at the fo​rest. They stop​ped when they we​re a co​up​le of fe​et from El​li​ot and con​ti​nu​ed to talk, not lo​oking at him or the wo​man.

    She le​aned in clo​se, put​ting both hands on his cal​ves, and drop​ped her vo​ice to a whis​per. He didn’t re​cog​ni​ze any of it, not even the emp​ha​tic “Mo​re!” of the Wal-mart crazy, but she was ext​ra​or​di​na​rily in​tent on trying to ma​ke him grasp wha​te​ver her mes​sa​ge was. She didn’t want to sca​re him-tho​ugh she’d cer​ta​inly do​ne that-and now her go​al was to get him to un​ders​tand.

    “I don’t know what you’re sa​ying,” he sa​id to her, trying to ke​ep his vo​ice calm. “I’m sorry, I don’t un​ders​tand.”

    She stop​ped tal​king then and tur​ned aro​und to lo​ok at her col​le​agu​es. The three had a short and low con​ver​sa​ti​on, the shor​ter su​it up​set by the de​ci​si​on re​ac​hed at its end. He sho​ok his he​ad, po​in​ted at El​li​ot, and sa​id so​met​hing harsh to the wo​man. She res​pon​ded ter​sely, then put her he​ad clo​se to his and whis​pe​red so​met​hing in​to his ear.

    Elliot to​ok this all as an op​por​tu​nity to re​ach aga​in for the gun. Stretc​hing back​ward, trying not to ma​ke any big mo​ve​ments, he inc​hed out with his fin​gers un​til they tap​ped at the fat end of the stock. He was un​su​re at this po​int if he even ne​eded it, be​ca​use he was get​ting the strong sen​se that they we​ren’t a thre​at. They wan​ted to talk, that’s all. But ha​ving the gun, re​ady to swing it in de​fen​se if ne​eded, was a who​le lot bet​ter than just la​ying on the gro​und, wa​iting for that wo​man to fi​nish wha​te​ver it was she’d plan​ned with his legs.

    She tur​ned back to him and got down very clo​se to his fa​ce. She had a stran​ge smell, li​ke light​ning, and her lips we​re crac​ked. Three words she sa​id to him now, slow and enun​ci​ated, and whi​le he didn’t know what any of them me​ant, each of the three so​un​ded bad and con​dem​ning.

    When she fi​nis​hed, she sto​od up and wal​ked away from him, bet​we​en the two men in su​its, who now bent down and cro​uc​hed whe​re she had be​en. Each to​ok hold of one of El​li​ot’s ank​les, the shor​ter guy wor​king his fo​ot out of the branch, and then they pul​led, trying to drag him. El​li​ot twis​ted and grab​bed the gun, gras​ping it aga​inst his chest. He wrap​ped his hand tight aro​und the bar​rel and ra​ised the we​apon up.
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    Elliot was re​ady to swing it at the leg of the tal​ler one-try to knock him down long eno​ugh to pull away from the short crazy and get away-when the wo​man tur​ned aro​und and saw him. She sho​uted so​met​hing, a war​ning to the ot​her two, and they drop​ped El​li​ot’s legs.

    He qu​ickly rol​led over and pus​hed him​self up off the damp gro​und. He co​uld he​ar them tal​king, fas​ter now, back to the mo​re crazy form of the bab​bling he was used to. Stan​ding up, he wa​ved the gun in front of him​self, and the two men bac​ked away, hands held out and gu​ar​ding. El​li​ot bac​ked away, too, ca​uti​o​usly, trying to pro​j​ect a stern lo​ok that sa​id he was re​ady to bash in the he​ad of an​yo​ne who got too clo​se.

    The cra​zi​es held the​ir gro​und as he inc​re​ased the dis​tan​ce bet​we​en them. The wo​man lo​oked angry, frust​ra​ted, whi​le the two men mostly lo​oked di​sap​po​in​ted and may​be con​fu​sed. El​li​ot co​uldn’t be su​re but it was li​ke they just didn’t ex​pect him to do this, we​re won​de​ring why an​yo​ne in his right mind wo​uld be​ha​ve the way El​li​ot was, and if they co​uld only get him to un​ders​tand the​ir mo​ti​ves, wha​te​ver im​por​tant thing they all had to do co​uld get pro​perly do​ne.

    He wasn’t go​ing to gi​ve them the chan​ce. When that dis​tan​ce had stretc​hed to a go​od fif​te​en fe​et, El​li​ot tur​ned and star​ted sprin​ting. He he​ard the wo​man in red call out, but then the so​unds of his own flight mas​ked any pur​su​it. This ti​me he ma​de a po​int of glan​cing at the gro​und mo​re than pe​ri​odi​cal​ly, trying to be cer​ta​in he wo​uldn’t trip aga​in, fall aga​in, and end up back in the hands of tho​se three.

    The wo​ods blur​red and he ran wit​ho​ut di​rec​ti​on, just wan​ting to get away-he’d fi​gu​re out whe​re Eva​j​e​an was or how to get back to the truck la​ter. The ro​ad was north, he tho​ught bri​efly, and so he co​uld fol​low the sun’s com​pass un​til he fo​und it. But now… Now the only go​al was spe​ed.

    When he saw the gro​und open in​to a cle​aring of flat grass, he ris​ked ta​king a lo​ok back. The cra​zi​es we​re now​he​re, go​ne from vi​ew, and so he slo​wed his pa​ce, gi​ving him​self a chan​ce to bre​ath. The co​ol fo​rest air felt ama​zing and in​vi​go​ra​ting and El​li​ot stop​ped long eno​ugh to le​an aga​inst the we​at​he​red trunk of a hu​ge tree, set the gun down, and clo​se his eyes. What the hell was hap​pe​ning? How’d he get from the pe​ace of the dri​ve-with Eva​j​e​an’s inc​re​asingly ple​asant com​pany-to be​ing lost in the Ap​pa​lac​hi​an fo​rest with at le​ast three psychos out to do… so​met​hing to him. What wo​uld Cla​ri​ne ha​ve tho​ught of this “adven​tu​re?” She’d ha​ve peg​ged him as crazy, just li​ke the three whack jobs out to get him.

    Nahom, he tho​ught. I ne​ed to find it. If the​re are mo​re of tho​se pe​op​le out the​re, mo​re than just the three, then sa​fety in num​bers is the only kind of sa​fety the​re is. A vil​la​ge, even if it we​re only “140 or so,” wo​uld be a gre​at de​al bet​ter than alo​ne with only a loc​ked shot​gun.

    So he be​gan wal​king aga​in, this ti​me at a ca​re​ful pa​ce, pa​ying spe​ci​al at​ten​ti​on for any signs of ci​vi​li​za​ti​on.

    It was twenty mi​nu​tes la​ter when he fi​nal​ly saw one. He’d be​en fol​lo​wing a de​er path for no ot​her re​ason than that it ga​ve him an easy met​hod to backt​rack if he fo​und not​hing. He’d lost the cra​zi​es, he was po​si​ti​ve of that, and so it was in a re​la​ti​vely calm sta​te that he saw the first mar​king.

    On a tree to his left, at chest he​ight, was a circ​le car​ved in the thin bark. When he got clo​ser he co​uld see that it wasn’t me​rely a circ​le but mo​re of a ro​und bor​der aro​und a so​up of symbols, stran​ge glyphs and wig​gles of var​ying si​zes, all in​comp​re​hen​sib​le but with a lo​ok of de​li​be​ra​te​ness. The wo​od they ex​po​sed had dar​ke​ned and we​at​he​red but not so much to in​di​ca​te gre​at age. The​se we​ren’t fresh, but El​li​ot was su​re they we​ren’t mo​re than a few we​eks old, eit​her.

    He be​gan lo​oking for mo​re on ot​her ne​arby tre​es and was re​war​ded with half a do​zen circ​les, all li​ke the first, tho​ugh with slightly dif​fe​rent as​sort​ments of symbols. Every last one lo​oked to be the sa​me age, ho​we​ver, and El​li​ot fo​und him​self ho​ping this was just the kind of thing stu​pid kids had do​ne, bo​red in the wo​ods and lo​oking to le​ave the​ir mark. The al​ter​na​ti​ve, that the circ​les we​re car​ved by so​me​one who’d pla​ced sig​ni​fi​can​ce in the work, ma​de him think of the many sto​ri​es he’d he​ard abo​ut the we​ird pe​op​le who li​ved out in Ap​pa​lac​hi​ans, cut off from the mo​dern world not only by ge​og​raphy but al​so by a back​ward​ness of cul​tu​re and an edu​ca​ti​on fo​un​ded mo​re in the su​pers​ti​ti​ons of the old ways than in go​od li​be​ral sci​en​ce.

    Careful, El​li​ot, he tho​ught. You don’t want to end up can​ni​ba​li​zed or so​do​mi​zed or just shot be​ca​use you’re one of them out​si​ders. And then he chas​ti​sed him​self for be​ing so silly. How the hell did he know the​se pe​op​le, the re​si​dents of Na​hom-if they we​re out he​re-we​re back​wo​ods nuts? Bet​ter to be op​ti​mis​tic. Eva​j​e​an wo​uld be.

    And so he ma​de him​self ta​ke the circ​les as me​rely a sign that he was on the right track and con​ti​nu​ed wal​king, fol​lo​wing the de​er path as it even​tu​al​ly wi​de​ned in​to a fo​ot​path and then in​to what co​uld be be desc​ri​bed as a nar​row dirt ro​ad. This lat​ter had de​ep tracks in it, fo​ur inc​hes wi​de and pres​sed three inc​hes in​to the hard so​il, li​ke it’d se​en the pas​sa​ge of ye​ars of whe​eled carts.
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    Like the tre​es, the​se mar​kings se​emed fresh, the ed​ges newly crumb​led in spots, the dirt at the bot​tom pres​sed but pow​dery, as if it had only re​cently set​tled af​ter be​ing kic​ked up by the pas​sa​ge of whe​els.

    This was so​met​hing to fol​low, El​li​ot tho​ught. Pe​op​le had be​en thro​ugh he​re-it was a well used ro​ad-and that got him back to the sa​fety in num​bers thing. Le​aning the gun aga​inst his sho​ul​der li​ke a sol​di​er on the march, El​li​ot pic​ked up his pa​ce, ex​ci​ted to ha​ve the ran​dom wan​de​ring at an end.

    The track con​ti​nu​ed for a go​od half mi​le or mo​re wit​ho​ut any inc​re​ased sign of the town. He wasn’t frust​ra​ted tho​ugh-this ro​ad had to le​ad so​mew​he​re and anyw​he​re was bet​ter than back to the da​ma​ged truck or up to the high​way, which he fi​gu​red was pro​bably swar​ming with cra​zi​es.

    The sun had go​ne al​most en​ti​rely down by this po​int, the fo​rest de​fi​ned mo​re by sha​dow than light, and the re​sul​ting chill in the air felt go​od. He was thirsty, tho​ugh, and hun​ger wasn’t far off. He’d walk un​til he co​uldn’t see any mo​re and then try to grab so​me sle​ep for the night. If he we​re lucky he’d co​me ac​ross a stre​am he co​uld ta​ke so​me ni​ce, long gulps from and wash the dirt from his scuf​fle with the cra​zi​es out of his ha​ir and off his fa​ce.

    Some ti​me la​ter-his sen​se of the pas​sing mi​nu​tes had blur​red and his only clock was the one in the ra​dio of the truck-Elli​ot glimp​sed light co​ming thro​ugh the tre​es to his left. The ro​ad had ma​in​ta​ined its si​ze for a go​od dis​tan​ce now, and the tracks still lo​oked the sa​me, but the wo​ods had thin​ned and what tre​es the​re we​re had a yo​un​ger ap​pe​aran​ce, just past the sap​ling sta​ge. If they’d be​en lar​ger, li​ke the ones back up by the ro​ad, he might ha​ve mis​sed it be​ca​use the light was very fa​int. But he saw it, flic​ke​ring, back far eno​ugh from the track that he co​uldn’t ma​ke out its so​ur​ce.

    He left the dirt ro​ad be​hind and star​ted ca​re​ful​ly thro​ugh the tre​es to​ward the light. The gro​und be​yond the track was soft, damp, and mossy, and this ma​de mo​ving qu​i​etly easy. He didn’t want to call out be​ca​use the po​ten​ti​al​ly silly con​cerns abo​ut back wo​ods hil​lbil​li​es and the​ir un​de​si​rab​le ways still car​ri​ed eno​ugh we​ight in his mind to ma​ke him think it might be a go​od idea to see what the pe​op​le might be up to be​fo​re an​no​un​cing his pre​sen​ce and gi​ving them the who​le story of who he was and what he was up to.

    And when he fi​nal​ly was it thro​ugh the tre​es and clo​se eno​ugh to see the so​ur​ce of the light, El​li​ot was glad he’d ma​de that de​ci​si​on. A gro​up of fi​ve pe​op​le, all in blue and grey ro​bes wit​ho​ut ho​ods, sto​od in a circ​le. He co​uld tell it was a circ​le-and not a pen​tag​ram or a mis​sha​pen box-be​ca​use they’d drawn the sha​pe in pow​de​red whi​te chalk in a thick li​ne. This spark​led in light po​uring from a smal​ler ring of torc​hes stic​king up from the gro​und, one in front of each of the circ​le’s mem​bers.

    They all fa​ced in​wards, to​ward a small tab​le ma​de of fat pi​eces of old wo​od, on which sat a me​tal box. The lid was up but El​li​ot co​uldn’t see what was in​si​de.

    As he hun​ke​red down be​hind a tree, still far eno​ugh away that they wo​uldn’t im​me​di​ately see him, the ro​bed pe​op​le star​ted sin​ging. It re​min​ded him of the re​adings of the To​rah he’d he​ard or the Mus​lim calls to wors​hip. The words we​re lost in the me​lody but at the sa​me ti​me the me​lody se​emed wholly sub​ser​vi​ent to the words. No​ne of it ma​de any sen​se to him, re​gard​less, and he was just glad that wha​te​ver they we​re chan​ting wasn’t the sa​me as the bab​bling of the cra​zi​es.

    They kept this up for ten mi​nu​tes by El​li​ot’s gu​ess, all stan​ding per​fectly still, sin​ging at the box. Then, whi​le the ot​hers con​ti​nu​ed the​ir song, one step​ped for​ward and lif​ted from the box a lar​ge, gre​en sto​ne. This he held abo​ve his he​ad bri​efly and then wal​ked back to his pla​ce in the circ​le. By his fe​et was a le​at​her satc​hel, which he now ope​ned and pul​led out what El​li​ot was surp​ri​sed to see was an ho​nest to God top hat. Hol​ding this out in front of him, he drop​ped in the sto​ne and then sat down in the dirt. The man bro​ught the hat up ne​ar his fa​ce and bent over it, pres​sing the ope​ning aga​inst his he​ad un​til his fa​ce di​sap​pe​ared in​si​de. And he sta​yed the​re.

    For half an ho​ur they guy in a blue and grey ro​be sta​red in​to the hat with the sto​ne whi​le the ot​her for mem​bers of the circ​le chan​ted. No​ne of them lo​oked li​ke hil​lbil​li​es to El​li​ot. In fact, they we​re ext​ra​or​di​na​rily cle​an cut, the​ir ha​ir ca​re​ful​ly trim​med and com​bed. It was li​ke watc​hing a cor​po​ra​te bo​ard​ro​om-except for the she​er od​dity of the ac​ti​vity they we​re en​ga​ged in.

    This what you we​re ho​ping for? El​li​ot tho​ught. At le​ast they don’t act li​ke the cra​zi​es.

    Then the guy with the hat to​ok it away from his fa​ce, sto​od up, and po​in​ted in a di​rec​ti​on for​tu​na​tely away from whe​re El​li​ot was sit​ting. The sin​ging stop​ped, one of them pic​ked up the box, anot​her to​ok the tab​le, and they star​ted wal​king whe​re the man with the hat had in​di​ca​ted.

    Elliot, be​ing as ca​re​ful as he co​uld, fol​lo​wed.
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    The who​le ri​tu​alis​tic air of the gat​he​ring va​nis​hed as so​on as the gro​up star​ted ma​king the​ir way thro​ugh the wo​ods. They be​ca​me just anot​her bunch of guys, hi​king in the mo​un​ta​ins, tal​king among them​sel​ves, la​ug​hing and chat​ting. The le​ader, the one with the hat, wo​uld wa​ve his hand to stop them oc​ca​si​onal​ly, then stick his fa​ce back in for a mi​nu​te or so be​fo​re le​ading the gro​up off in a cor​rec​ted di​rec​ti​on.

    Elliot watc​hed all this from his ca​re​ful​ly hid​den spot, mo​ving slowly be​hind them and ke​eping tre​es bet​we​en him​self and the ro​bed fi​gu​res. He was on the ed​ge of be​ing mo​re sca​red of them than he was of the cra​zi​es. They we​re nor​mal-in the sen​se that they tal​ked to each ot​her li​ke nor​mal pe​op​le do-and they didn’t gib​ber or scre​am or mumb​le, but they we​re al​so wan​de​ring thro​ugh the wo​ods in ro​bes and sta​ring at rocks in top hats. They had a cult vi​be, li​ke sa​ta​nists or Ma​sons, and that kind of thing didn’t go over in a town li​ke Char​lot​tes​vil​le.

    Elliot fol​lo​wed them as they clim​bed thro​ugh stre​ams, huf​fed the​ir way over lit​tle hills, and jog​ged ac​ross a me​adow. He sen​sed may​be this was a mis​ta​ke, that he sho​uld ha​ve stuck to the path and se​en whe​re the cart tracks le​ad, but by the ti​me the​se do​ubts oc​cur​red to him, the lit​tle pack of cul​tists had ta​ken him far be​yond whe​re he co​uld easily backt​rack from.

    So he held his co​ur​se, just pra​ying they’d get whe​re they we​re go​ing so​on and, if it wasn’t ci​vi​li​za​ti​on, turn aro​und and he​ad ho​me. And, he knew, every step he to​ok in the​se mo​un​ta​ins les​se​ned the chan​ce of fin​ding Eva​j​e​an. He might ha​ve be​en bet​ter off just sta​ying by the truck and wa​iting for her to co​me back. Too la​te for that now.

    Had El​li​ot be​en pres​ci​ent-we​re he ab​le to see the fu​tu​re in a top hat-he’d ha​ve be​en both as​su​red by his cho​ice and fe​ar​ful, for events wo​uld so​on re​uni​te the tra​ve​ling com​pa​ni​ons, yet al​so bring dan​gers and re​ve​la​ti​ons El​li​ot wo​uld at many ti​mes wish he co​uld ha​ve ple​asantly avo​ided. But now he co​uld only fol​low the men and let cu​ri​osity carry him along.

    Eventually they did stop. The ter​ra​in had grown den​ser, mo​re rug​ged, and ol​der, with thick tre​es bent and we​at​he​red, and lar​ge rocks smot​he​red with lic​hen. It was ne​ar one of the​se the man with the hat cal​led a halt, ra​ising his hand to the ot​hers, then cro​uc​hing down next to the rock. He brus​hed away so​me moss and branc​hes and re​ve​aled a small gap bet​we​en the sto​ne and the gro​und. El​li​ot watc​hed all this from be​hind his own lar​ge rock ne​ar the top of one of the small hills that for​med the shal​low val​ley in which this pe​cu​li​ar jo​ur​ney had en​ded.

    Looking down now he co​uld see the gro​up fan out aro​und the​ir le​ader, tal​king qu​ickly and ex​ci​tedly to each ot​her. He wis​hed for not the first ti​me that he co​uld ma​ke out what they we​re sa​ying, but his dis​tan​ce from them had, as a pre​ca​uti​on, al​ways be​en too gre​at to he​ar the con​ver​sa​ti​on. He tho​ught abo​ut cre​eping clo​ser but qu​ickly pas​sed on the idea: bet​ter to see this thro​ugh and not jinx it so clo​se to the end.

    The le​ader clim​bed down, fus​sing with his ro​bes, and stuck his he​ad in​to the ho​le bet​we​en sto​ne and gro​und. Craw​ling for​ward, he ma​na​ged to squ​e​eze in up to the was​te and anot​her mem​ber of the gro​up to​ok hold of one his legs, per​haps con​cer​ned that he’d fall in to wha​te​ver was down the​re. The re​ma​ining mem​bers shif​ted ner​vo​usly, lo​oking at each ot​her and oc​ca​si​onal​ly smi​ling. They don’t know what’s in that tiny ca​ve, eit​her, El​li​ot tho​ught. He didn’t think they we​re as clu​eless as he was but he had the dis​tinct imp​res​si​on they we​re trying to co​ver how much they ex​pec​ted to be di​sap​po​in​ted.

    And then a cry ca​me from in the ca​ve. It must ha​ve be​en lo​ud to ma​ke it past the man’s body and all the way up to El​li​ot and, when the guy had fi​nal​ly pul​led him​self out, El​li​ot co​uld un​ders​tand why. It to​ok help from three of the cul​tists to get him free, tho​ugh, and when he pop​ped out of the tight ho​le his ro​bes we​re filthy and his ha​ir was co​ve​red with dirt and moss. But clutc​hed tightly in his hands was anot​her box, this one much smal​ler than what they’d had on the tab​le in the circ​le. It was too far away for El​li​ot to ma​ke out any de​ta​ils but from the way they hand​led it, he co​uld tell it was va​lu​ab​le or old, or both. The le​ader han​ded it back to one of the men who’d hel​ped him out of the gap and that man han​ded it to the one next to him af​ter ga​zing for a few he​avy se​conds at the box’s lid. This se​cond man sat down on the earth, put the box bet​we​en his legs, and pul​led a lar​ge kni​fe from his belt. His back was to El​li​ot, obs​cu​ring most the vi​ew, but from the mo​ve​ments he co​uld see, El​li​ot fi​gu​red he was using the kni​fe to pry the thing open.

    There was a qu​ick cry from all the men when he suc​ce​eded and, as he held the now open box abo​ve his he​ad in tri​umph, the light from the torc​hes rip​pled spec​ta​cu​larly upon the he​aped and shiny gold wit​hin. Tre​asu​re hun​ters. That’s what they we​re do​ing out in the wo​ods, and the one with the hat had so​me​how be​en ab​le to po​int the pro​per di​rec​ti​on, to find with the help of that sto​ne whe​re the chest was bu​ri​ed. If the world hadn’t be​en so en​ti​rely scre​wed up of la​te, El​li​ot wo​uld ha​ve tho​ught it was all a ga​me or a trick. But now, with what he’d se​en and what he’d he​ard, he fo​und him​self re​adily wil​ling to ac​cept that the​se per​fectly re​aso​nab​le lo​oking guys-except, of co​ur​se, for the cre​epy ro​bes-had scryed the lo​ca​ti​on of hid​den tre​asu​re in a man​ner just as bi​zar​re as fin​ding wa​ter with a stick.

    Elliot, ama​zed by what he was se​e​ing, fa​iled to he​ar the no​ises be​hind him. He pa​yed no at​ten​ti​on to the fo​ots​teps and the chat​te​ring, ga​ve no tho​ught to the bre​at​hing. El​li​ot only re​ali​zed they’d fo​und him when the hand ca​me down on his sho​ul​der and the wo​man in red scre​amed in​to his ear.
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    She was the​re with her su​ited com​pa​ni​ons and, El​li​ot saw with so​me hor​ror as he whip​ped aro​und, she’d gat​he​red at le​ast a do​zen mo​re. They sto​od in a lo​ose for​ma​ti​on be​hind her, wed​ge sha​ped, every last one sta​ring at him with lo​oks that we​re ot​her​wi​se blank ex​cept for a fa​int crink​le of reg​ret.

    He scre​amed back at her, fright and start​le​ment over​ri​ding all el​se, and un​der it he co​uld he​ar sho​uts from the men in ro​bes down be​low. No​ne of that mat​te​red, tho​ugh, be​ca​use he was back with the wo​man in red and now she’d be ab​le to fi​nish what she’d star​ted, what she’d me​ant to comp​le​te if it we​ren’t for his for​tu​na​te flight.

    Elliot flinc​hed away from her, tri​ed to get up and run, but the two su​its we​re on him, each grab​bing an arm and for​cing him to the gro​und. They we​re ef​fi​ci​ent this ti​me, ma​king su​re to pin him pro​perly so he co​uldn’t kick his way out. The wo​man smi​led-she ac​tu​al​ly smi​led-and the su​its lif​ted him un​til he was stan​ding. Two ot​hers from the flock grab​bed his legs and, as they car​ri​ed him away, back along the path the gro​up of ro​bed men had ta​ken, the wo​man’s new com​pa​ni​ons wal​ked along si​de, watc​hing him with tho​se sa​me me​lanc​holy sta​res.

    The tre​asu​re hun​ters con​ti​nu​ed to sho​ut but the so​unds grew fa​in​ter and El​li​ot knew they we​re run​ning away, not in​te​res​ted in co​ming to his aid. And chan​ces we​re they hadn’t known he’d be​en watc​hing them and had me​rely he​ard the scre​aming. What el​se wo​uld they do? With this many cra​zi​es in the wo​ods, it was a go​od bet tho​se men knew abo​ut them and had ex​pe​ri​en​ce with how dan​ge​ro​us they we​re. Of co​ur​se they’d run. El​li​ot wo​uld’ve do​ne the sa​me.

    Unless it was Eva​j​e​an the wo​man in red had cap​tu​red. Then he wo​uldn’t ha​ve run. He twis​ted and writ​hed, kno​wing it wo​uld do not​hing be​ca​use the​se men we​re so damn strong, but he had to get away from them. He had to find her be​ca​use what if she we​re out the​re run​ning away from the cra​zi​es, too? What if she’d be​en cap​tu​red and ne​eded his help? How co​uld he ke​ep her sa​fe if he co​uldn’t even get out of the grasp of the​se fo​ur in​sa​ne men and this one in​sa​ne wo​man?

    The ot​hers ca​me in clo​ser now, wan​ting to see him up clo​se, li​ke kids jost​ling for a vi​ew of blo​od on the playg​ro​und. El​li​ot his​sed at them, still kic​king out with his legs and jer​king his arms, and a co​up​le bac​ked up. But the rest only step​ped ne​arer and one of the su​its had to sho​ut for them to back up. The​ir pa​ce imp​ro​ved then and El​li​ot lost track of the dis​tan​ce. It se​emed a very long way.

    Eventually he ga​ve up his strug​gle. This wasn’t de​fe​at, he told him​self, but rat​her a con​ser​va​ti​on of energy, pre​pa​ring him​self to fight his way free aga​in when a bet​ter op​por​tu​nity aro​se.

    Some ti​me la​ter, they set him down on hard earth. With so many of the cra​zi​es wal​king along si​de, he’d had lit​tle op​por​tu​nity to see any of the jo​ur​ney ex​cept glimp​ses of night sky and the tops of tre​es. He fi​gu​red they’d go​ne a qu​ar​ter mi​le at le​ast, and may​be as many as two. What that me​ant, he re​ali​zed with sud​den dep​res​si​on, was that, even if he ma​na​ge to get away, he was now comp​le​tely lost in the mo​un​ta​ins, af​ter dark, with no com​pass or GPS or cel​lpho​ne. Sin​ce Cal​lie had be​en so yo​ung when they’d mo​ved out he​re and the cons​tant pres​su​res of ra​ising her and wor​king on the​ir mar​ri​age had be​en overw​hel​ming, the fa​mily hadn’t ever got​ten aro​und to spen​ding much ti​me in the high co​untry. El​li​ot didn’t know how many ro​ads went thro​ugh he​re, whet​her fin​ding wa​ter wo​uld be a prob​lem, or even if it got ter​ribly cold la​te in​to the night. His wil​der​ness sur​vi​val chan​ces we​re, in short, not the kind you’d want to bet on.

    He lo​oked aro​und, lif​ting his he​ad up the mo​ment the men let go of him. The ca​ve was small but still com​for​tably fit him, the fo​ur cra​zi​es who’d por​ted him thro​ugh the fo​rest, and wo​man in red. She was ne​ar the back, po​king at a bur​ned down fi​re, the em​bers gi​ving off a glow that in​ten​si​fi​ed the co​lor of her dress, ma​king her se​em al​most spi​ri​tu​al or god li​ke. She wasn’t pa​ying any at​ten​ti​on to him, but the fo​ur men we​re, and El​li​ot didn’t fe​el the ti​me was right to ma​ke his bre​ak for the ca​ve’s mo​uth.

    It was this he stu​di​ed now, and was dis​ma​yed to see that it was ne​arly co​ve​red over comp​le​tely with a li​ne of mo​re cra​zi​es, so​me fa​cing in​to the ca​ve, ot​hers with the​ir backs to it, a li​ne of sol​di​ers ke​eping ca​re​ful watch in all di​rec​ti​ons. Un​li​ke the wo​man in red and her im​me​di​ate com​pa​ni​ons, the​se cra​zi​es had that gla​zed over lo​ok he and Eva​j​e​an has se​en in the swarm on the ro​ad, the blank sta​res and fa​ces slack ex​cept for the oc​ca​si​onal twitc​hing of mo​uths as they mut​te​red and gib​be​red. El​li​ot fo​und he was less sca​red of them than the ones in the ca​ve. The​ir emp​ti​ness me​ant he co​uld li​kely outs​mart them by mo​ving qu​ickly eno​ugh, but the wo​man in red and the men in su​its we​re co​he​rent and thin​king.

    Elliot tur​ned his he​ad back to the fi​re when he he​ard the wo​man say so​met​hing. She was tal​king to the shor​ter su​it, who’d wal​ked over to her, the two of them clo​se. The tal​ler su​it saw El​li​ot watc​hing and nud​ged his leg with his fo​ot, sha​king his he​ad. El​li​ot, not kno​wing what the two we​re sa​ying any​way, obe​yed and fo​cu​sed his at​ten​ti​on el​sew​he​re, this ti​me at the ce​iling of the ca​ve. He hadn’t se​en them be​fo​re, be​ca​use his eyes we​ren’t adj​us​ted to the dull glow of the ne​arly de​ad fi​re, but now he co​uld ma​ke out symbols drawn on the ro​ugh rock, li​nes and squ​ig​gles in ash and chalk. He re​cog​ni​zed them im​me​di​ately as the sa​me symbols drawn in the circ​les on the tre​es. Had the cra​zi​es do​ne that? Or we​re they me​rely cop​ying the work of ot​hers?
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    He wasn’t ti​ed down and that was go​od. Did they sle​ep? he won​de​red. He rol​led on​to his si​de and no one pro​tes​ted. When he sat up, the cra​zi​es watc​hing him only gla​red, gi​ving him “don’t try anyt​hing funny” lo​oks. Slowly, ke​eping his mo​ve​ments as unth​re​ate​ning as he co​uld ma​na​ge, El​li​ot sto​od up.

    The tall su​it put a hand on his sho​ul​der but didn’t push him back down. El​li​ot lo​oked at him hard, wit​ho​ut flinc​hing, trying to ma​ke it very cle​ar that, whi​le he wasn’t go​ing to run, he al​so wasn’t go​ing spend the night co​we​ring on the ca​ve flo​or. The su​it le​aned in at El​li​ot and pul​led his lips back from his te​eth. Whet​her it was a grin or a snarl, El​li​ot co​uldn’t tell.

    Up clo​se, the man lo​oked we​at​he​red but he​althy, li​ke he’d be​en tho​ugh a ro​ugh hi​king va​ca​ti​on and hadn’t had ti​me to re​co​ver. He was yo​ung, in his thir​ti​es at most, and El​li​ot fo​und him​self thin​king of the guy less as a crazy or a zom​bie and mo​re the way he’d see a po​li​ce of​fi​cer in a third world co​untry: you know he’s tro​ub​le and can hurt you but it’s okay to as​su​me he’s wor​king on ra​ti​onal set of ru​les that can be exp​lo​ited-if only you knew what they we​re.

    The wo​man in red wal​ked over now, run​ning her hand ac​ross the tall su​it’s back as she went by, and El​li​ot saw him stif​fen at the con​tact. She was the​ir le​ader but what kind? He wis​hed he know how the cra​zi​es we​re or​ga​ni​zing them​sel​ves-and what they we​re or​ga​ni​zing for. And, he won​de​red, whe​re had they co​me from? Ever​yo​ne he’d se​en get sick had di​ed. With the Wal-mart wo​man, it might ha​ve just be​en a ca​se of a sing​le per​son go​ing mad with gri​ef. In fact, he was surp​ri​sed they hadn’t se​en mo​re of tho​se. But ever sin​ce the swarm on the ro​ad, the​se things had be​en in hu​ge num​bers, and with the​ir own dis​tinct way of do​ing things. Was it re​la​ted to the sick​ness? He didn’t know.

    The wo​man in red stop​ped in front of him. She tur​ned back to the tal​ler su​it and ges​tu​red, as​king him to gi​ve her so​met​hing. He did: a small, pen​cil li​ke obj​ect ta​ken from the poc​ket of his pants. It was gold, El​li​ot saw, as she to​ok it and held it up in front of her fa​ce. Gold and slim. It might ha​ve be​en a pen ex​cept the​re wasn’t a po​int, not​hing to ac​tu​al​ly wri​te with. Cla​ri​ne had gi​ven him a Palm Pi​lot for Christ​mas on​ce and it’d co​me with so​met​hing si​mi​lar, a stylus, but his was grey plas​tic and he’d lost it wit​hin a we​ek of ope​ning the box.

    The wo​man in red wa​ved this at him, ac​ting li​ke he ought to know what it was, ought to re​cog​ni​ze its sig​ni​fi​can​ce. He didn’t, of co​ur​se, and he shrug​ged his sho​ul​ders to tell her this. She ga​ve him a frust​ra​ted lo​ok, then tur​ned and wal​ked over to one of the walls. She be​gan scratc​hing at it with the gol​den stylus, ma​king whi​te li​nes in the soft rock. It was the ru​nes she was dra​wing, just li​ke the tre​es and the ro​of of the ca​ve. They had do​ne them all, he tho​ught. It co​uld be the​ir lan​gu​age. But that was nuts. The​se we​re crazy pe​op​le, in​sa​ne from so​met​hing-he didn’t know what-but just in​sa​ne, no​net​he​less. Pe​op​le li​ke that don’t ma​ke up lan​gu​age, they don’t ma​ke up wri​ting systems. They just say we​ird things un​til so​me​one gi​ves them the right me​di​ca​ti​on.

    He was still thin​king abo​ut this, pon​de​ring what he’d le​ar​ned du​ring the fran​tic events af​ter the crash, when things went all to hell.

    Shouts ca​me from the mo​uth of the ca​ve and the wo​man in red drop​ped the stylus. She yel​led so​met​hing at the short su​it, who let go of El​li​ot’s arm and ran out​si​de, the li​ne of cra​zi​es ope​ning to let him thro​ugh. In that bri​ef gap, El​li​ot tho​ught he saw mo​re cra​zi​es, a si​zab​le gro​up, run​ning to​ward the ca​ve, wa​ving clubs. We​re they figh​ting each ot​her now? Had they re​al​ly, ge​nu​inely lost it?
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    The scre​aming was lo​uder and then the li​ne of cra​zi​es fle​xed in the mid​dle, so​me of them fal​ling back as the at​tac​kers char​ged in. El​li​ot watc​hed as a hu​ge man dres​sed li​ke a far​mer smas​hed the he​ad of one the cra​zi​es with a sho​vel. The bla​de, shiny in the fi​re​light, ca​ught him just be​low the ear and sank in a few inc​hes. El​li​ot was glad for the com​mo​ti​on be​ca​use it me​ant he didn’t ha​ve to he​ar that hit, didn’t ha​ve to lis​ten to bo​ne bre​ak and grind on the sho​vel’s ste​el.

    The far​mer pul​led it free, la​ug​hing, and so​on he was jo​ined by mo​re res​cu​ers or mur​de​rers-Elli​ot didn’t know which-dres​sed in si​mi​lar down ho​me styles, wa​ving bats and scythes and axes, so​me with torc​hes and one ta​king aim with a rif​le. The gun went off hor​ri​fi​cal​ly, and El​li​ot flinc​hed back aga​inst the far wall of the ca​ve as the tall su​it, who’d re​ma​ined ne​arby, fell, co​ug​hing and cla​wing at his thro​at whe​re the bul​let had torn a ho​le as big as cof​fee cup.

    Elliot was yel​ling now, “I’m not one of them!” over and over, hands by his ears from the so​und of the gun and still the at​tac​kers ca​me thro​ugh the bro​ken li​ne, smas​hing cra​zi​es’ arms and fa​ces, bre​aking backs, shat​te​ring kne​es. The vi​olen​ce overw​hel​med him, and he co​we​red down aga​inst the rock and dirt, lo​oking away but still sho​uting his plea not to kill him, that he wasn’t with the wo​man in red, he wasn’t crazy and just wan​ted to get the hell out of he​re. “I’m not one of them!” he sa​id aga​in, ne​arly crying, as the man with the sho​vel sto​od over him, hol​ding the we​apon abo​ve his he​ad, re​ady to bring it down and El​li​ot with it.

    But then the short su​it, who’d so​me​how ma​de it back thro​ugh the he​art of the me​lee, grab​bed the lar​ge far​mer aro​und the sho​ul​ders and wrenc​hed at his chin, yan​king the man’s he​ad back, but not bre​aking his neck. The two fell, kic​king and cla​wing, and El​li​ot re​ac​hed ten​ta​ti​vely for the sho​vel. He sna​red it and pul​led it to him, clutc​hing it hard and bac​king away. The su​it clim​bed on top of the far​mer and gib​be​red, bab​bling out his in​sa​ne lan​gu​age in long strings of non​sen​se punc​tu​ated by spit​ting and, a few ti​mes, bi​ting.

    At the mo​uth of the ca​ve, the cra​zi​es had gro​uped, re​or​ga​ni​zing them​sel​ves in​to a figh​ting for​ce of sorts, se​ve​ral wi​el​ding the drop​ped we​apons of the at​tac​kers. El​li​ot saw bo​di​es, at le​ast a do​zen, but in the une​ven light of the fi​res and the mad​ness of the brawl, he co​uldn’t tell how many we​re from each party. He didn’t know who he was ro​oting for, any​way, and wis​hed only that an ope​ning wo​uld ap​pe​ar and he co​uld run back in​to the fo​rest and ke​ep run​ning un​til he pas​sed out, li​ke an overd​ri​ven hor​se.

    The fight be​si​de him en​ded. The su​it had ma​de it to his fe​et and, as El​li​ot watc​hed hor​ri​fi​ed, kic​ked the last li​fe out of the enor​mo​us far​mer. El​li​ot ra​ised the sho​vel and sa​id, “Get away from me,” but the su​it ig​no​red him, ins​te​ad he​ading back to the ca​ve’s ent​ran​ce to jo​in his com​pa​ni​ons.

    Elliot’s mind was very ne​ar shut​ting down. The sho​vel felt too he​avy, and the he​at from the fi​re, con​cent​ra​ted at the back of the ca​ve, ma​de his vi​si​on blurry, his fa​ce hurt, and his legs wobbly. He co​uldn’t sit down, had to ke​ep him​self up and re​ady to run, but mo​re than anyt​hing he wan​ted to turn aro​und, put his fa​ce aga​inst the wall-or down in the co​ol dirt-and sho​ut or cry un​til this was all over. Be​ca​use he ha​ted watc​hing the fight and the vi​olen​ce; and se​e​ing the su​it do that to a man, even anot​her crazy, was be​yond El​li​ot’s ex​pe​ri​en​ce-or, re​al​ly, his comp​re​hen​si​on. Be​ing cha​sed by the cra​zi​es, even be​ing cap​tu​red, he co​uld hand​le, for what they we​re up to was omi​no​us, yes, but it wasn’t acu​te. The Wal-mart wo​man was an ex​cep​ti​on to that, with her sud​den vi​olen​ce, but the wo​man in red and the two su​its hadn’t ac​tu​al​ly hurt him. They hadn’t bro​ken skin.

    A lot of skin was be​ing bro​ken now, tho​ugh. And bo​nes. Scre​ams ec​ho​ed in the ca​ve. Blo​od mud​di​ed the gro​und. Cra​zi​es we​re hur​ting each ot​her-kil​ling each ot​her-and it was li​ke so​me​one had po​ured two wasp nets in​to the sa​me pa​per bag. So El​li​ot held the sho​vel and he scre​amed.

    And then it was over. The so​unds of the fight fell away ex​cept for mo​ans. The ca​ve was emp​ti​er now, and the re​ma​ining com​ba​tants, per​haps ten in​si​de and an unk​nown num​ber out in the wo​ods, we​re all mem​bers of the at​tac​kers. El​li​ot, still hol​ding the sho​vel, told him​self this wasn’t what it lo​oked li​ke, that they we​ren’t go​ing to turn the​ir we​apons on him. It was sil​ly-he’d se​en what the​se pe​op​le did-but he had to be​li​eve it be​ca​use ot​her​wi​se he’d li​kely go mad.

    A yo​ung man, blo​od on the si​de of his fa​ce and ha​ir dirty and sticky, ca​me to​wards him, hand held out. El​li​ot shif​ted the sho​vel, tigh​te​ning his grip, and pre​pa​red him​self to kill this man.

    Who sa​id, “Thank God we fo​und you. Are you okay?”

    Elliot blin​ked. The cra​zi​es didn’t spe​ak Eng​lish.

    “Are you okay?” the man sa​id aga​in when El​li​ot didn’t res​pond.

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad, slowly.

    “You’re hurt? Whe​re?” The man to​ok a step clo​ser, lo​oking El​li​ot over, but El​li​ot lif​ted the sho​vel. “No, wa​it, no,” the man sa​id, bac​king up. “It’s okay, we’re he​re to help.”

    Elliot didn’t be​li​eve him, not re​al​ly, and so he kept re​ady to at​tack, to fight wha​te​ver it was this guy and his fri​ends tri​ed to do.

    “Look,” the man sa​id, hands up, “we ca​me he​re to get you, to help you. Do you un​ders​tand?”

    Elliot nod​ded.

    The man con​ti​nu​ed, “You’re lucky we fo​und you. The​se pe​op​le, they’d ha​ve hurt you or wor​se. We’ve se​en them be​fo​re and that’s what they do: they’re me​an and evil. But you’re sa​fe now.”

    Elliot, still sha​king and still not wil​ling to trust an​yo​ne, as​ked the qu​es​ti​on that’d pla​gu​ed him sin​ce he’d first clim​bed out of the over​tur​ned truck. “Whe​re’s Eva​j​e​an?” he sa​id. “Whe​re’s Eva​j​e​an Rho​des?”
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    The man lo​oked over his sho​ul​der at an ol​der fel​low who’d co​me up be​hind him. This lat​ter far​mer, dres​sed in the sa​me simp​le but well ten​ded style-tho​ugh his shirt was torn and his left leg spor​ted a pa​in​ful gash-had a lo​ok of le​aders​hip abo​ut him. His we​at​he​red fa​ce, de​eply li​ned and le​at​her dark, wo​uldn’t ha​ve be​en out of pla​ce sta​ring from a Dep​res​si​on era pho​to of sha​rec​rop​pers. He nod​ded at the yo​un​ger man, who con​ti​nu​ed.

    “She’s fi​ne,” he sa​id. “She’s be​ing ta​ken ca​re of. Eva​j​e​an got so​me scra​pes and bru​ises, and she spra​ined her wrist in the ac​ci​dent, but she’s do​ing just fi​ne.”

    Elliot did start to cry then, drop​ping the sho​vel and fal​ling to his kne​es, he​els of his hands pres​sed in​to his eyes. She was sa​fe. That’s all he ne​eded to he​ar, to know everyt​hing that’d hap​pe​ned in the ho​urs sin​ce the truck hit the boy and he’d co​me awa​ke up​si​de down at the bot​tom of the hill hadn’t be​en was​ted ef​fort. Not​hing he’d do​ne had hel​ped her, not if the​se pe​op​le we​re tel​ling the truth, but he didn’t ca​re. She was sa​fe.

    “The dog’s okay, too,” the man sa​id, and la​ug​hed. “In ca​se you we​re won​de​ring.”

    Elliot smi​led and co​ug​hed on his te​ars. “I was,” he sa​id. “Thank you.”

    “Oh, not​hing to it.” And the yo​ung man tur​ned aga​in to the el​der and they con​fer​red in whis​pers whi​le El​li​ot got to his fe​et and le​aned the sho​vel aga​inst the ca​ve wall.

    “We sho​uld be le​aving now,” the man sa​id and put his hand on El​li​ot’s fo​re​arm. “It’s sa​fer back in town than out he​re. We’ve se​en a lot of the​se things.” He nud​ged the corp​se of a crazy with his bo​ot. “The​re’s pro​bably mo​re out the​re and we’ve lost men.” This last he sa​id not with the crac​king emo​ti​on El​li​ot ex​pec​ted but mat​ter-of-factly, li​ke a co​ach ad​mit​ting his te​am was down twenty-one po​ints at the half.

    “Okay,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Okay, we sho​uld go. Whe​re?”

    “Nahom.” He grin​ned. “Our sli​ce of he​aven on earth.”

    With that, the men be​gan gat​he​ring the​ir de​ad, whi​le the wo​un​ded we​re ten​ded to and patc​hed eno​ugh to ma​ke the jo​ur​ney back to the town. The cra​zi​es had kil​led fo​ur of the​ir num​ber, a for​tu​na​tely small amo​unt, El​li​ot saw, as his res​cu​ers wa​ded aro​und the ne​arly two do​zen corp​ses they we​re res​pon​sib​le for.

    “You’ve fo​ught them be​fo​re?” El​li​ot as​ked the ol​der man, who’d re​ma​ined sta​ti​onary thro​ug​ho​ut the pre​pa​ra​ti​ons, arms cros​sed be​hind his back. The res​pon​se to this qu​es​ti​on was a curt nod and no eye con​tact and El​li​ot nod​ded him​self be​fo​re wal​king to the mo​uth of the ca​ve and lo​oking out at the night.

    The den​se stars and full mo​on shown whi​te light over the tiny val​ley. Men drag​ged corp​ses in​to pi​les whi​le so​me, ar​med with torc​hes, set the bo​di​es on fi​re. Thick smo​ke ro​se gre​asy from the pyres and the smell, much to his dis​gust, re​min​ded El​li​ot that he hadn’t eaten in per​haps half a day.

    Shortly, the men fi​nis​hed the​ir work. The​ir de​ad they car​ri​ed, by the arms and legs or ac​ross the back. El​li​ot was re​min​ded of that first day he’d spo​ken with Eva​j​e​an, when they’d had din​ner. Car​rying Henry lo​oked much li​ke this. He was tre​men​do​usly glad he’d get to see Eva​j​e​an aga​in and he ho​ped it wo​uldn’t be too long back to Na​hom.

    As they wal​ked out of the val​ley, the one who had spo​ken to him be​fo​re ap​pro​ac​hed El​li​ot, the sad​ness of loss now vi​sib​le in his eyes. “The​se men fo​ught well,” he sa​id, as if El​li​ot had qu​es​ti​oned that. Then he nod​ded. “They fo​ught with the righ​te​o​us​ness of blo​od ato​ne​ment.”

    That didn’t so​und go​od, El​li​ot tho​ught. He chan​ged the su​bj​ect. “I’m El​li​ot Bis​hop,” he sa​id, hol​ding his arm out to the man.

    “Elder And​rews.” He sho​ok El​li​ot’s hand. Up clo​se, out of the dim light of the ca​ve and un​der the bright mo​on, El​li​ot fi​gu​red And​rews co​uldn’t be mo​re than twenty-eight, and pro​bably three ye​ars yo​un​ger at le​ast.

    “And you li​ve out he​re?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    “In Na​hom.”

    “I me​an, you li​ve out he​re in the mo​un​ta​ins?”

    “Our town’s not very big so-”

    “A hund​red and forty,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “You saw the sign? Yes, a hund​red and forty. Or so,” he ad​ded. “So you co​uld say it’s ‘out he​re in the mo​un​ta​ins,’ I sup​po​se.”

    “And you’ve run in​to them be​fo​re?”

    Andrews ma​de a ges​tu​re with his chin, to​wards the ca​ve. “Do you me​an tho​se pe​op​le back the​re?”

    “The zom​bi​es,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Andrews la​ug​hed at this, a bright so​und that was start​ling in the he​avy night. “Is that what they’re cal​led? We don’t ha​ve a lot of con​tact with any of the big ci​ti​es and don’t watch TV, so I don’t know, but is that what pe​op​le are cal​ling them now?”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “Just what Eva​j​e​an and I call them. We tho​ught they we​re li​ke the things in the mo​vi​es.”

    “I don’t know abo​ut tho​se,” And​rews sa​id, “but I li​ke that word. Zom​bi​es. It do​es fit.”

    Not re​al​ly, El​li​ot tho​ught. Not at all. They we​re cra​zi​es and they tho​ught and tal​ked and we​re smart. De​fi​ni​tely not li​ke zom​bi​es. But for so​me re​ason he didn’t want to say so to this man. Cal​ling them cra​zi​es to El​der And​rews struck him as wrong. He co​uldn’t co​me up with a go​od re​ason why, tho​ugh.

    Andrews sa​id, “But to ans​wer yo​ur qu​es​ti​on, yes, we’ve had qu​ite a few de​alings with the zom​bi​es in the last- Oh, I’d say in the last month. A few sho​wed up in Na​hom, just wal​king down our lit​tle ma​in stre​et, spe​aking in ton​gu​es. You’ve he​ard them do that?” he as​ked. “I as​su​me, with the ti​me you spent-”

    “I he​ard it,” El​li​ot sa​id. “It’s li​ke anot​her lan​gu​age.”

    “Oh, I wo​uldn’t say that. They’re sick, is what I think, and di​se​ase has ma​de them mad. That’s all it is.”

    That’s not all it is, El​li​ot tho​ught. And he knows it. He knows it’s a lan​gu​age and not just bab​bling but he do​esn’t want to say so. He’s lying.
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    “Anyway,” And​rews sa​id, “So​me of them ca​me in​to Na​hom and they hurt one of the child​ren. Be​gan be​ating him, and pretty badly too, un​til a few of the town’s men​folk saw what was hap​pe​ning and stop​ped it. We kept watc​hes then, each night for a we​ek, but no​ne ca​me back.”

    “But they did even​tu​al​ly?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Oh, yes. Qu​ite a lot of them. You co​uld al​most say they la​id si​ege to us. Per​haps fifty, may​be mo​re, gat​he​red on the rid​ge to the north of Na​hom and wa​ited. We sent men up to talk but they we​re cha​sed off. The zom​bi​es aren’t fri​endly, not at all.”

    “Did they at​tack? I me​an at​tack the town?” El​li​ot as​ked, as he and the rest of the party as​cen​ded a small hill. He was pan​ting now, ex​ha​us​ted physi​cal​ly from the events of the past se​ve​ral ho​urs, but al​so, and mo​re de​eply, emo​ti​onal​ly. He ne​eded to see Eva​j​e​an and this con​ver​sa​ti​on, this ga​me of what he was su​re was in​for​ma​ti​on hi​ding with And​rews was only to ta​ke his mind off how how much he wan​ted to lay eyes upon her, hold her clo​se, and then sle​ep.

    “The fol​lo​wing mor​ning, they did. Just as the sun ca​me up, a few do​zen of the zom​bi​es ca​me down that rid​ge, scre​aming and char​ging li​ke red in​di​ans. I wasn’t the​re,” he ad​ded, “but that’s what tho​se who we​re told me. We had a mighty brawl but the zom​bi​es don’t fight ter​ribly go​od and we we​re ab​le to turn them back wit​ho​ut any de​aths. Not li​ke this ti​me.” He tra​iled off and they wal​ked in si​len​ce for a whi​le.

    The wo​ods had grown very cold, tho​ugh El​li​ot wasn’t su​re how much of that was from fi​nal​ly ha​ving the lu​xury to no​ti​ce the chill. They wal​ked for at le​ast a co​up​le of mi​les, thro​ugh ter​ra​in that was now fa​mi​li​ar: den​se tre​es, mo​ist so​il, low ve​ge​ta​ti​on, and co​pi​o​us mos​ses. The​re was the smell of fo​rest, he​avi​er than what he re​mem​be​red from his child​ho​od out west. The wo​ods felt unc​han​ged for ages. The ot​her men in the party we​re qu​ite, with no mi​nor con​ver​sa​ti​ons to pass the ti​me. Rat​her they sta​red ahe​ad, con​cent​ra​ting on the hi​ke, many bur​de​ned by the bo​di​es of the​ir fel​lows who’d be​en kil​led in the fight. El​li​ot felt both sca​red by the​se men and sorry for them; sca​red be​ca​use of the​ir ali​en stern​ness and so​mew​hat cre​epy ways, but sorry for the sac​ri​fi​ce they’d ma​de to sa​ve him. Why had they do​ne that? Was it me​rely at the re​qu​est of Eva​j​e​an-for he as​su​med she’d sent them out to lo​ok for him-or was the​re so​met​hing el​se, so​met​hing hi​ding in the omis​si​ons in what And​rews had told him?

    It was too la​te to​night to find any of that out, he de​ci​ded. Best to wa​it un​til mor​ning, when he co​uld think on it with a cle​ar he​ad unen​cum​be​red by this night’s mad​ness. A bed was what he ne​eded and El​li​ot ima​gi​ned what it wo​uld be li​ke to slip bet​we​en she​ets and blan​kets, to lay his he​ad on a soft pil​low and let the we​ari​ness that had in​va​ded him comp​le​tely win for se​ve​ral ho​urs.

    “Is it far?” he as​ked, trying not to ma​ke the qu​est so​und li​ke a comp​la​int.

    “Only ha​ve a mi​le or a lit​tle mo​re.” And​rews la​ug​hed. “And then you can sle​ep. Not far, but everyt​hing se​ems a lot mo​re when you’re in the wo​ods.”

    “It su​re do​es,” El​li​ot sa​id and stom​ped along be​hind the men, let​ting the jar​ring im​pact of each step ke​ep him no​mi​nal​ly awa​ke.

    “You’ve lost pe​op​le too in this?” And​rews as​ked so​me ti​me la​ter.

    Elliot blin​ked, then sta​red for​ward.

    “To the di​se​ase?” And​rews ad​ded.

    “We all ha​ve,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “But fa​mily? Was an​yo​ne de​ar to you af​flic​ted?”

    “My wi​fe. And my da​ugh​ter.” Why was he tel​ling this man abo​ut Cla​ri​ne and Cal​lie? The dist​rust was still pre​sent and still strong, and it felt so​me​how da​ma​ging to the​ir me​mory to be brin​ging up the​ir na​mes in this vi​olent crowd, no mat​ter if the men had sa​ved him. Cal​lie and Cla​ri​ne didn’t ne​ed to be he​re, not in this pla​ce.

    “I’m sorry,” And​rews sa​id. “I lost a wi​fe myself. I can’t ima​gi​ne what it must be li​ke with- to ha​ve lost a child, too.”

    Elliot nod​ded. It was, in fact, still dif​fi​cult for him to ima​gi​ne fully.

    “This is still pa​in​ful for you, I see that,” And​rews sa​id. “I apo​lo​gi​ze for brin​ging it up. We sho​uld be in Na​hom pre​sently, just over this hill up ahe​ad. It is a be​a​uti​ful pla​ce and you can rest sa​fely the​re.”

    “That will be won​der​ful,” El​li​ot sa​id, gi​ving full emp​ha​sis to each word. The talk of Cal​lie and Cla​ri​ne and the tho​ught of go​ing up anot​her hill dro​ve the ex​ha​us​ti​on de​eper in​to his co​re. He didn’t know if he co​uld ma​ke it.

    But he did. Even​tu​al​ly they we​re over the rid​ge and he saw the lights of tiny Na​hom spre​ading out be​ne​ath them li​ke a spar​king pic​nic blan​ket left at the bot​tom of the val​ley. A hund​red and forty pe​op​le se​emed a lot for so small a pla​ce, mo​re an en​camp​ment than an ac​tu​al town. He he​ard the bre​at​hing of the men aro​und him re​lax and the​ir pa​ce imp​ro​ved, ent​hu​si​asm for ho​me car​rying them for​ward.

    Elliot let them fall away from him, con​tent to stand a mo​ment at the top of the hill and watch this mun​da​ne sce​ne. How long had it be​en sin​ce he’d se​en the twink​ling lights of hu​man ha​bi​ta​ti​on, the nor​malcy of that simp​le sight? Months? Sin​ce the po​wer was tur​ned off and the world had felt en​ti​rely de​ad. And that had be​en- He didn’t know, but a long ti​me.

    Andrews tur​ned back and saw him still on the rid​ge. He trud​ged up and put his hand on El​li​ot’s back. “Co​me down,” he sa​id. “Eva​j​e​an is sa​fe. You can see her. And then we’ll get you so​met​hing to eat and a soft bed. What to do next-Eva​j​e​an has told us so​met​hing of yo​ur plans-can wa​it un​til mor​ning. For now, the​re’s just this one short des​cent re​ma​ining.” And then he jog​ged away, to​wards Na​hom, and El​li​ot af​ter a mo​ment fol​lo​wed.
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    She must ha​ve be​en wa​iting for the​ir re​turn or he​ard the men co​ming down the hill, be​ca​use Eva​j​e​an was stan​ding the​re, whe​re the slo​pe le​ve​led out and the grass was pac​ked by the da​ily li​fe of the town. She wa​ved as he drew ne​ar eno​ugh to see in the mo​on’s fa​int light, and then he was next to her and hug​ging her and as​king how she was, was she okay, had she be​en hurt? And she told him she was fi​ne, just fi​ne, and wan​ted to know the sa​me abo​ut him.

    “It must ha​ve be​en hor​rib​le,” she sa​id, af​ter they’d bro​ken the​ir warm-but still only fri​endly-embra​ce. “They sa​id you we​re cap​tu​red and they we​re go​ing af​ter you, to res​cue you.”

    Elliot nod​ded.

    “It was the cra​zi​es?” she as​ked, wan​ting the ans​wer to be no but kno​wing it wo​uldn’t.

    “A lot of them. And not li​ke the ones on the ro​ad or at Wal-mart. The​se tal​ked. They com​mu​ni​ca​ted. They we​ren’t,” he sa​id, ha​ting to ad​mit it out lo​ud, “actu​al​ly crazy.”

    She lo​oked at him li​ke he was, tho​ugh, and then sa​id, “The​re are beds in this won​der​ful lit​tle ho​use they’ve set asi​de for us. You sho​uld go to sle​ep now, El​li​ot, and, re​al​ly, I want to do the sa​me. I co​uldn’t un​til now be​ca​use I co​uldn’t sle​ep not kno​wing if you we​re okay, but I’m comp​le​tely wi​ped. We’ll talk abo​ut the cra​zi​es in the mor​ning, okay?”

    “Sure,” he sa​id, “su​re, okay.”

    “That dog’s al​re​ady fi​gu​red out how to climb bet​we​en the co​vers,” she sa​id. “It’s be​en the​re, so​me​ti​mes even sno​ring, sin​ce I got he​re. If it’s still do​ing that when I get back the​re, it’s go​ing to be sta​ying in yo​ur ro​om.” And she smi​led at him and El​li​ot felt li​ke things wo​uld be okay, at le​ast for the night and that this night was all that re​al​ly mat​te​red any​how.

    She led him thro​ugh town-only a do​zen ho​uses and what he to​ok to be a me​eting hall or church, but the night was too dark to ma​ke much out-and then along a short path by a back​yard si​zed fi​eld high with corn. Be​yond was a lit​tle ranch ho​use, cozy with light flic​ke​ring from two of the front win​dows. “They sa​id the wo​man who li​ved he​re di​ed,” Eva​j​e​an told him. “Of old age, not the pla​gue. No​body’s mo​ved in, so it’s ours un​til we de​ci​de to le​ave.”

    There was a to​ne in her vo​ice, one El​li​ot ho​ped he was only ima​gi​ning, that ma​de it so​und as if she in​ten​ded the​ir le​aving to be put off for so​me ti​me. He felt a dull fe​ar then that she’d gi​ven up on the se​arch for the Ho​le and that she wan​ted only to stay with the​se pe​op​le. But that was just his mind not thin​king stra​ight af​ter the night’s events. This pla​ce, li​ke the men who re​si​ded in it, ga​ve him a num​bing sen​se of the cre​eps. Na​hom felt bad and wrong, dirty with a slick of un​se​en cru​de, its re​si​dents con​ta​mi​na​ted-and con​ta​mi​na​ting.

    Enough, he tho​ught. That ho​use lo​oks so won​der​ful​ly rus​tic and ho​mey and the beds in​si​de are li​kely just as con​ge​ni​al. Sle​ep and don’t worry abo​ut anyt​hing be​yond that.

    That was a plan he co​uld ma​na​ge, even in his less than per​fect sta​te. Eva​j​e​an pus​hed the ro​ugh wo​oden front do​or open and the dog bar​ked at him from the rag​ged co​uch pus​hed aga​inst the op​po​si​te wall of the tiny li​ving ro​om. He wal​ked over to it, the ne​ed for sle​ep hit​ting even har​der now, and scratc​hed bet​we​en its ears. They still hadn’t co​me up with a na​me, but that too wo​uld wa​it for mor​ning.

    “I’m this way,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, po​in​ting to the left. “You’re over the​re,” and she di​rec​ted him to the right, thro​ugh anot​her do​or that ap​pe​ared hand​ma​de. That wo​uld me​an the kitc​hen was thro​ugh the ope​ning in the back wall next to the co​uch and that tho​se fo​ur ro​oms we​re the ho​use in its en​ti​rety. He stumb​led thro​ugh whe​re she’d sent him and the dog fol​lo​wed. In​si​de was a bed that to​ok up ne​arly all the spa​ce and an ar​mo​ire with the sa​me lo​cal​ly craf​ted ap​pe​aran​ce. It was in​to the for​mer that he let him​self fall, not wor​rying abo​ut his clot​hes, as​le​ep wit​hin mo​ments of set​tling in​to the ter​ri​fi​cal​ly lush com​for​ter. The puppy hop​ped up next to him, snif​fed aro​und, and bur​ro​wed un​der the blan​kets be​si​de his he​ad. They both slept-and El​li​ot dre​amed.
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    In the mor​ning, the dre​am wo​uld fa​de qu​ickly, lost in tho​ughts of bre​ak​fast and the warmth of the dog aga​inst his leg. But that night El​li​ot’s mind, overw​hel​med by ex​ci​te​ment and gri​ef, con​fu​si​on and the hints of mystery, pla​yed. It wan​de​red and exp​lo​red the in​for​ma​ti​on it had and the emo​ti​ons that af​flic​ted it. His mind pro​ces​sed.

    He sat in his ho​me, at the sa​me kitc​hen tab​le Eva​j​e​an had eaten her ste​ak and told him how much she ne​eded to find the Ho​le. A ra​dio in the front ro​om pla​yed a song too low to he​ar and Cal​lie gig​gled out on the deck. He smi​led with that so​und, glad for it. She was just at the age when he felt okay to ha​ve her out the​re by her​self, fin​ding her own amu​se​ment, wit​ho​ut the fe​ar that she might eat the wrong thing or wan​der away in​to the stre​et. Bles​sed in​de​pen​den​ce ma​de his job as a pa​rent that much easi​er and he ne​eded it, af​ter ye​ars of ne​ces​sary vi​gi​lan​ce, his at​ten​ti​on ne​ver fully fo​cu​sed on anyt​hing be​ca​use part of it-a gre​at de​al of it, ac​tu​al​ly-had to be mind​ful of what Cal​lie was up to.

    So he let her gig​gle along with so​me unk​nown ac​ti​vity and he pus​hed aro​und the pa​pers on the tab​le. Cla​ri​ne wan​ted him to get anot​her bu​si​ness go​ing be​ca​use she knew that’s what he wan​ted. The sa​les job he had, bro​ke​ring de​als for an in​su​ran​ce com​pany, pa​id the​ir mi​ni​mal bills, but the lands​ca​ping ven​tu​re had put the ent​rep​re​ne​ur bug in him and it buz​zed now, lo​uder with each month and each ye​ar. “You co​uld sell the​se po​li​ci​es on yo​ur own, co​uldn’t you?” she’d as​ked, but he didn’t want that. In​su​ran​ce didn’t ring in his he​ad the way the hands on of lands​ca​ping had. Yet the mar​ket he​re in Char​lot​tes​vil​le, if you co​uld be​li​eve it, was flo​oded. No​body ne​eded anot​her com​pany of guys with trucks and lawn​mo​wers. El​li​ot wo​uld try his hand at so​met​hing el​se en​ti​rely, just as so​on as he fi​gu​red out what that was.

    Callie sho​uted to him from the back​yard. “Daddy!” she cal​led. “Lo​ok what I fo​und!”

    He sto​od up, happy to push the pi​les of re​se​arch to the si​de for a mo​ment, and wal​ked thro​ugh the do​or at the back of the kitc​hen, out on​to the deck. Cal​lie sat, legs wi​de and le​aning for​ward, in the mid​dle of the yard. She’d be​en dig​ging, the gar​den tro​wel tos​sed on the grass to her left. El​li​ot in​ha​led to yell at her, be​ca​use they’d be​en so stern with her abo​ut te​aring up the lawn, told her ti​me and aga​in the​re we​re pla​ces to dig if she wan​ted to dig but the gre​en grass he’d spent so much ti​me on wasn’t it-but then he saw what she was hol​ding in her tiny right hand, rub​bing it with the ot​her, and he fell si​lent.

    The sto​ne was fo​ur inc​hes ac​ross and ne​arly ro​und. As Cal​lie pet​ted it, the sur​fa​ce-a de​ep gre​en li​ke bril​li​ant jade-shim​me​red in the chan​ging light and sha​dow. In the qu​i​et af​ter​no​on, he co​uld he​ar the sto​ne hum​ming.

    “What is it, Cal​lie?” he as​ked af​ter a mo​ment.

    “Look at it, Daddy,” she sa​id and held the sto​ne up to him. “I don’t know what it is? Do you know what it is?”

    He didn’t. Co​uld be jade, may​be, but the gre​en was too much, too in​ten​se, li​ke inj​ec​ti​on mol​ded che​ap plas​tic. Ex​cept for that glow-and the so​und. It was all rat​her fa​mi​li​ar, tho​ugh El​li​ot co​uldn’t tell how or why. Dirt was still ca​ked on it in pla​ces and he re​ali​zed Cal​lie had be​en brus​hing that off when he’d wal​ked up.

    “You get that from the ho​le you dug, ho​ney?” he sa​id, and his da​ugh​ter nod​ded ent​hu​si​as​ti​cal​ly.

    “Right the​re, daddy,” she sa​id, po​in​ting at the wo​und she’d torn in the yard. “I know I’m not sup​po​sed to do that but I was out he​re and I was gon​na dig in the cor​ner li​ke you and mommy sa​id I co​uld but then I just had to dig he​re. I had to.” She tur​ned her ga​ze dra​ma​ti​cal​ly to the gro​und. “I just had to. Don’t be mad at me, okay?”

    “Okay,” he sa​id, “okay, Cal​lie. But can I see what you fo​und?” He re​ac​hed out for it but Cal​lie pul​led it away.

    “I can find mo​re,” she sa​id, smi​ling. “It tells me whe​re.”

    “What do​es, ho​ney?”

    “This,” and she wa​ved the sto​ne at him, chas​ti​sing her fat​her for his ob​li​vi​o​us​ness.

    “Callie-”

    “Look, daddy, the​re’s anot​her one over the​re!” She sto​od up, still hol​ding on​to the sto​ne, and ran to the back cor​ner of the yard. Half way the​re, she re​mem​be​red she’d for​got to bring the sho​vel, and ca​me back for it, sha​king her he​ad in em​bar​ras​sment. Fi​nal​ly equ​ip​ped to dig, Cal​lie aga​in fo​und the spot and be​gan spe​aring at the grass.

    “Callie!” El​li​ot cal​led, the an​ger at her mis​be​ha​vi​or co​ming back, but she ig​no​red him. She hac​ked at the gro​und with gre​at wi​de stro​kes, fas​ter as El​li​ot drew clo​se.

    With one last plun​ge, she bro​ke thro​ugh and gol​den light burst forth from the ho​le, fi​er​ce and al​most angry. Cal​lie cri​ed out and fell back​wards. El​li​ot grab​bed her, snatc​hed her away from that ter​rib​le fo​un​ta​in of energy that was clim​bing thro​ugh the sky, scre​aming as it went. El​li​ot co​uld he​ar vo​ices in it, shri​eking and cur​sing his da​ugh​ter for what she’d do​ne, and she lo​oked up at him, eyes sud​denly sickly. Her mo​uth ope​ned and what ca​me forth was not that che​er​ful pi​xie vo​ice but words he co​uldn’t un​ders​tand, words that tumb​led over each ot​her in a mad so​up of pho​ne​tic cha​os. El​li​ot drop​ped her, fe​ar ma​king his legs we​ak, and his da​ugh​ter craw​led at him, lips pul​led back, te​eth clic​king lo​ud eno​ugh for the so​und to carry thro​ugh the ca​cop​hony.

    He ran back to​ward the ho​use, only thin​king to get away, to put the do​or bet​we​en him​self and that thing scramb​ling ac​ross the lawn, that thing with his da​ugh​ter’s body but not her eyes.

    And Eva​j​e​an was sha​king him, stan​ding over him as he lay on the ro​ugh, hard wo​od of the flo​or. He blin​ked and tas​ted blo​od in his mo​uth. The dog bar​ked down from the ed​ge of the bed. His che​eks we​re wet with te​ars.
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    They ate bre​ak​fast that mor​ning at a long tab​le pa​ral​lel to the front of Na​hom’s church, tightly pac​ked with sto​ols and fol​ding cha​irs, each oc​cu​pi​ed by one of the town’s re​si​dents. Eva​j​e​an and El​li​ot we​ren’t ma​de to fe​el li​ke out​si​ders, but they we​ren’t the cen​ter of at​ten​ti​on, eit​her. Rat​her, the at​mosp​he​re was com​for​tab​le and the fo​od-oat​me​al and ap​ple​sa​uce, with fat rolls of who​le gra​in bre​ad-hot and sa​tisf​ying.

    Elliot sat with Eva​j​e​an on his left and a pudgy wo​man in her six​ti​es to the right. Mrs. Re​ed, she’d be​en int​ro​du​ced as, but, she sa​id, you can call me Ce​ci​lia. She as​ked him a few qu​es​ti​ons abo​ut whe​re they we​re from, whe​re they we​re he​aded, and pres​sed for in​for​ma​ti​on on just how ter​ribly aw​ful it must ha​ve be​en to be out in tho​se wo​ods all alo​ne. She’d he​ard abo​ut the night be​fo​re and, as is al​ways the ca​se in such a small com​mu​nity, knew them men who’d di​ed. It was sad, but they’d gi​ven the​ir li​ves to sa​ve ot​hers, and that was as go​od a de​ath as one co​uld ever ho​pe for.

    Elliot nod​ded along with all this and of​fe​red up in​no​cu​o​us facts abo​ut the last co​up​le days, but he kept the​ir ul​ti​ma​te des​ti​na​ti​on to him​self. He didn’t know if the​se pe​op​le we​re even awa​re of the Ho​le and, still re​mem​be​ring his con​ver​sa​ti​on with And​rews, he wasn’t go​ing to fill that ig​no​ran​ce in for them. The town and its re​si​dents we​re too cle​an, too ni​ce, and that had him on ed​ge.

    “This is de​li​ci​o​us,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id to Ce​ci​lia, mop​ping up the last of her oat​me​al with a roll.

    “You’re too kind to say so, ho​ney,” the ro​tund lit​tle da​me sa​id. “It’s not what it ought to be, what with sup​pli​es be​ing scar​ce and tho​se things out the​re in the wo​ods me​aning we can’t be he​ading up to whe​re you folks li​ve to get mo​re cof​fee and but​ter and jam.”

    “No, this is per​fect,” El​li​ot sa​id. And, at le​ast as to just the fo​od, he me​ant it. His sto​mach had felt as hard and small as a golf ball when he’d wo​ke up for the se​cond ti​me that mor​ning, and the me​al, whi​le bland, re​me​di​ed that spec​ta​cu​larly. Eva​j​e​an had let him sle​ep for anot​her co​up​le ho​urs af​ter the night​ma​re and then she’d sha​ken him awa​ke, tel​ling him the town’s folk we​re set​ting up for the mor​ning me​al and if he wan​ted any, he’d bet​ter get him​self out of bed. She’d set out a chan​ge of clot​hes bro​ught by one of the fa​mi​li​es of the de​ad, and they fit well eno​ugh, tho​ugh he didn’t much ca​re for the rus​tic far​mer lo​ok. The town had al​re​ady be​en well in​to the​ir me​al by the ti​me he wal​ked back ac​ross the fi​eld and in​to the squ​are be​fo​re the church, but they’d left ro​om for the two of them and set asi​de a few scraps of me​at for the dog. The puppy was now un​der the tab​le, gna​wing at the thick be​ef with its tiny te​eth, grow​ling oc​ca​si​onal​ly in sa​tis​fac​ti​on-or frust​ra​ti​on.

    A si​mi​larly fat man, belly and chest bul​ging aro​und the ed​ges of his ove​ral​ls, re​ac​hed ac​ross El​li​ot to grab the lar​ge clay bowl of ap​ple​sa​uce. ” ‘Scu​se me,” he sa​id, grun​ting the words.

    “Sure,” El​li​ot sa​id and le​aned back to gi​ve the man ro​om. He he​ard Eva​j​e​an la​ugh qu​i​etly next to him.

    “Lot of men di​ed,” the fat man sa​id.

    Elliot, pretty su​re he was the one be​ing spo​ken to, sa​id, “Last night?”

    “Lot of go​od men.” The fat man wasn’t lo​oking at El​li​ot but, rat​her, in​to his bowl of mi​xed oat​me​al and fru​it.

    “I’m sorry,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Yeah,” the fat man sa​id, “ye​ah, I bet you are.” And he stud up, ta​king his fo​od to the far end of the the tab​le.

    “Don’t you mind him.” This from Ce​ci​lia, res​ting her hand gently on his arm. “Wil​li​am can be a ge​nu​ine grumpy puss when he sets his mind to it. Al​most ne​ver smi​les. So​me​ti​mes I think he don’t know how.”

    “You know him well?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked.

    “Of co​ur​se, ho​ney. I’m mar​ri​ed to the big old grump.” Ce​ci​lia la​ug​hed, a so​und he​arty and de​ep.
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    “I’m sorry,” El​li​ot sa​id to her. “For the men who we​re kil​led.”

    “Honey,” she sa​id, set​ting down her spo​on and tur​ning to gi​ve him her full at​ten​ti​on, “tho​se men di​ed be​ca​use the Lord felt it was the​ir ti​me. I’m just hap​py-we’re all hap​py-that they did it not by fal​ling prey to the drink or catc​hing so​met​hing who​ring in the city, but ser​ving the gre​ater go​od of figh​ting tho​se things ha​ve be​en ma​king li​fe so mi​se​rab​le for us. What bet​ter way to lo​se yo​ur li​fe, I ha​ve to say, than sa​ving the li​fe of anot​her?” And she pic​ked up the spo​on aga​in and re​su​med eating, li​ke she’d just set down all the​re was to say on the to​pic.

    Elliot nod​ded and ga​ve Eva​j​e​an a tro​ub​led and con​fu​sed lo​ok. She shrug​ged and smi​led back at him. She wasn’t wor​ri​ed, but he re​ma​ined very much so.

    Everyone se​emed so ni​ce, so pro​per and fo​cu​sed on the​ir li​ves in the va​nis​hingly small town. This bre​ak​fast tab​le with its per​fect or​der and cor​di​al oc​cu​pants sum​med up Na​hom wholly for El​li​ot: or​de​red, struc​tu​red, and, li​ke the oat​me​al, bland. But un​der it all was a slightly wretc​hed air of fe​ar and me​na​ce. Aga​in he af​fir​med-to him​self, if not yet to his tra​ve​ling com​pa​ni​on-his plan to get the hell out of he​re as so​on as they we​re ab​le. That me​ant fi​xing the truck, pro​bably, and if they we​re very lucky, fi​xing it wo​uld in​vol​ve only get​ting a few of the​se lar​ge men to flip the ve​hic​le back over and may​be ha​ul it back up to the ro​ad. Cal​lie wo​uld’ve told him to ke​ep his fin​gers cros​sed.

    Further down the tab​le, la​ugh​ter bro​ke and spre​ad li​ke a pat​ho​gen in the​ir di​rec​ti​on. El​li​ot had no idea what it was abo​ut, but he chuc​ked po​li​tely and po​ured mo​re ap​ple​sa​uce in​to his bowl. He wan​ted to get up and bri​efly away from he​re, ta​ke Eva​j​e​an so​mew​he​re pri​va​te so they co​uld dis​cuss how to get on aga​in with the​ir jo​ur​ney. Not​hing of sig​ni​fi​can​ce was back at the ho​use, so it might just be as easy as as​king for help with the truck and then wa​ving go​odb​ye to his res​cu​ers.

    He le​aned over to Eva​j​e​an and whis​pe​red in her ear. “We sho​uld le​ave,” he sa​id. “I want to go.”

    She lo​oked at him, shrug​ging her sho​ul​ders, as​king him why. “Be​ca​use,” he sa​id, not li​king this clan​des​ti​ne con​ver​sa​ti​on at a tab​le we​re so many might he​ar. “I want to get go​ing. I don’t li​ke it he​re.”

    Now she did res​pond, whis​pe​ring back, and El​li​ot saw they we​re dra​wing at​ten​ti​on. Se​ve​ral the towns​folk had stop​ped eating and we​re watc​hing the two, lo​oking not con​cer​ned but slightly mo​re than cu​ri​o​us. El​li​ot ha​ted this and fo​und him​self angry at Eva​j​e​an for for​cing him in​to the si​tu​ati​on. Why hadn’t she sta​yed at the truck? If she’d only sta​yed at the truck un​til he wo​ke up, they’d at le​ast be hi​king along the ro​ad. But then, of co​ur​se, they’d ha​ve fo​und the Na​hom sign just li​ke he did and ta​ken the path and they’d be just whe​re they we​re right now.

    “Don’t be silly,” she sa​id and El​li​ot al​most mis​sed it, so ca​ught up in his tho​ughts. “The​se pe​op​le are ni​ce, they’ve be​en very ni​ce to us, and it’s the le​ast we can do, sin​ce they sa​ved yo​ur li​fe, to stick aro​und and ma​ke them happy. Okay?”

    “Okay,” he sa​id, but it wasn’t. He bro​ke from the​ir par​lay, re​su​med eating, and nud​ged the dog with his fo​ot. Bre​ak​fast had to end so​on.

    Soon tur​ned out to be half an ho​ur, a craw​ling pe​ri​od of mo​re eating, mo​re empty con​ver​sa​ti​on and lo​aded smi​les. He felt a gre​at sen​se of pres​su​re on his chest and in his ears, we​ight from wha​te​ver it was abo​ut this pla​ce that just wasn’t right, and at se​ve​ral po​ints du​ring tho​se thirty mi​nu​tes he al​most sto​od up and wal​ked away from the tab​le, just to get so​me air.

    Near the end, Eva​j​e​an put her hand on his knee and squ​e​ezed, trying to com​fort. But the ges​tu​re only ma​ke things wor​se be​ca​use it was the sa​me as Cla​ri​ne had do​ne so many ti​mes and, li​ke in the ca​ve, he didn’t want to drag her me​mory in​to this pla​ce. Na​hom ma​de him ill.

    Finally it was do​ne. The pe​op​le car​ri​ed the​ir bowls and uten​sils to a lar​ge bin in a cor​ner of the town squ​are and dump them in, sub​mer​ging the dis​hes in so​apy wa​ter. Child​ren be​gan was​hing them whi​le the adults, bel​li​es full and re​ady to go abo​ut the​ir day, exc​han​ged conc​lu​ding ple​asant​ri​es and bro​ke in​to gro​ups to be​gin wha​te​ver tasks they had as​sig​ned. Now, in the hub​bub, Eva​j​e​an was wil​ling to talk.

    “What’s got​ten in​to you?” she sa​id as they wal​ked back to the small ho​use. El​li​ot car​ri​ed the dog un​der his arm, its he​ad in his palm, and the ani​mal yip​ped ple​asantly at a fa​mily of squ​ir​rels chat​te​ring in a ne​arby tree.

    He star​ted to ans​wer but she cut him off. “No. I un​ders​tand, what hap​pe​ned last night, it’s ter​rib​le. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry if I had you wor​ri​ed, be​ing go​ne and all. But I was only trying to help, to get you help. The​se pe​op​le sa​ved you, El​li​ot. And you’re ac​ting li​ke they’re a bunch of Na​zis.”

    “Evajean-”

    “No,” she sa​id aga​in. “You want to get out of he​re, I get that. But, Jesus, El​li​ot, this is the first ni​ce pla​ce I’ve be​en sin​ce- sin​ce Henry got sick. I still want to find the Ho​le. It’s not li​ke I want to li​ve he​re. But why can’t we enj​oy it for a day wit​ho​ut you ha​ving wha​te​ver the hell kind of bre​ak​down you had back the​re?”

    Elliot was qu​i​et, em​bar​ras​sed. How co​uld he ma​ke her un​ders​tand what this pla​ce was do​ing to him wit​ho​ut it so​un​ding crazy? They wal​ked wit​ho​ut tal​king the rest of the way to the ho​use. At the front do​or, tho​ugh, he tur​ned to her, hand on the knob, and sa​id, “The​re’s so​met​hing wrong he​re. I gu​ess you don’t fe​el it li​ke I do, but I’m not kid​ding abo​ut it, eit​her, Eva​j​e​an. The​re’s so​met​hing very wrong in this town.”

    She rol​led her eyes and he al​most slap​ped her. What the hell was wrong with this wo​man? Why was she tre​ating him li​ke a god​damn child? El​li​ot ex​ha​led slowly, for​cing his mind to cle​ar. He set the dog down and ope​ned the do​or. They en​te​red wit​ho​ut spe​aking to each ot​her, and El​li​ot went in​to his ro​om and sat on the bed. The dog hop​ped up to jo​in him.
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    Later, when she hadn’t co​me to get him, he went to her. Eva​j​e​an was sit​ting on the co​uch in the ho​use’s li​ving ro​om, re​ading a fat, cloth​bo​und blue bo​ok. “It’s the Bib​le,” she sa​id when he glan​ced at it. “All they ha​ve is this stuff.” She po​in​ted at a lit​tle shelf aga​inst a wall, whe​re half a do​zen bo​oks we​re prop​ped up by a cof​fee can.

    “I want to know what hap​pe​ned,” he sa​id, sit​ting down next to her. The dog pad​ded in from the bed​ro​om, yaw​ned, and lay down on the rug.

    “You sho​uld ta​ke him out​si​de,” she sa​id.

    “I will.”

    “You sho​uld do it now, he might ha​ve to go.”

    “Tell me what hap​pe​ned,” he sa​id. “Run me thro​ugh it and then I’ll ta​ke the dog out to piss.”

    She lo​oked at him sharply. “You’re still be​ing this way?”

    “What way?”

    “You’re still go​ing to act li​ke this?”

    “I’m not ac​ting li​ke anyt​hing,” he sa​id, and lif​ted the bo​ok out of her hands. “You’re re​al​ly re​ading this?”

    “What el​se is the​re?” she sa​id.

    He shrug​ged. “So was I out when you wo​ke up? Or did you ne​ver pass out?”

    “You me​an the ac​ci​dent?”

    He nod​ded.

    She le​aned back in​to the cus​hi​ons and ga​zed up at the ce​iling. “I didn’t hit my he​ad. What I re​mem​ber-and you ha​ve to un​ders​tand, this was all hap​pe​ning so qu​ickly-but what I re​mem​ber is that boy in the ro​ad and you swer​ved. Then the​re was a big bump, which I gu​ess was us go​ing over the curb-”

    “Or the boy.”

    “-and then it was all just cha​os. I re​al​ly tho​ught I was go​ing to die, El​li​ot.”

    “You pro​bably al​most did,” he sa​id. He wan​ted her to ap​pre​ci​ate the we​ight of what they’d be​en thro​ugh, to re​cog​ni​ze it as se​ri​o​us, be​ca​use that wo​uld ma​ke con​vin​cing her to ma​in​ta​in that re​fe​ren​ce easi​er. They we​ren’t out of tro​ub​le yet.

    Evajean swal​lo​wed. “And then it was li​ke I was in this tun​nel, be​ing spun aro​und and ban​ged in​to things. You we​re scre​aming and the dog was bar​king, and I just pres​sed my hands in​to the dash​bo​ard be​ca​use I gu​ess I tho​ught I might fly out. And then it stop​ped. The truck stop​ped fal​ling and I co​uld tell we we​re up​si​de down. I didn’t know whe​re, you know? But yo​ur eyes we​re clo​sed and yo​ur mo​uth was open and I knew you’d be​en knoc​ked out. I didn’t know if you we​re even ali​ve, El​li​ot.”

    “Sure,” he sa​id. “I was lucky to be. You too.”

    “And so I got out of the car and I co​uld see how bad it was and I just star​ted yel​ling for help, pa​nic​king, I gu​ess. And then, this is the re​al​ly we​ird part, I just got this fe​eling li​ke I knew which di​rec​ti​on help was. I knew whe​re I ne​eded to go to be sa​fe and get you sa​fe. So I to​ok the dog be​ca​use I didn’t want it to get eaten by a be​ar or a mo​un​ta​in li​on or so​met​hing and I star​ted wal​king.”

    “And you en​ded up he​re.”

    “No,” she sa​id, “no, I ac​tu​al​ly didn’t think I’d pic​ked right af​ter a whi​le, be​ca​use I’d wal​ked for, I don’t know, a co​up​le of ho​urs and hadn’t fo​und anyt​hing. I kept sho​uting for so​me​one but no​body he​ard me.”

    “Then how-”

    “They fo​und me. I’d pretty much gi​ven up at that po​int and was re​ady to just go to sle​ep and see what hap​pe​ned in the mor​ning. And then I he​ard so​me pe​op​le tal​king and la​ug​hing and then the​se guys just ca​me out of the wo​ods. Funny thing was, they we​re dres​sed up all stran​ge in the​se big ro​bes and car​rying we​ird stuff li​ke a tab​le, but I knew they we​ren’t any dan​ger. I told them what hap​pe​ned and they sent me back he​re with one of them. I gu​ess he got them to go out and lo​ok for you.”

    “Were they grey ro​bes? With blue?”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id. “You saw them?”

    “I think so. Right be​fo​re I was at​tac​ked the se​cond ti​me.”

    She lo​oked at him, con​fu​sed. “Se​cond-”

    “The cra​zi​es at​tac​ked me on​ce, tri​ed to grab me, but I ma​na​ged to get away. That’s when I ca​me ac​ross the men you just desc​ri​bed and whi​le I was watc​hing them, the cra​zi​es ca​me back and to​ok me to whe​re I was when the men sho​wed up to res​cue me. Did the guys in the ro​bes tell you what they we​re do​ing?”

    “No,” she sa​id, “and I didn’t ask.”

    “I don’t li​ke it,” he sa​id.

    “Right, you al​re​ady sa​id that. But what don’t you li​ke, El​li​ot? They’re ni​ce and fri​endly and-”

    “But don’t you fe​el it? Li​ke the​re’s so​met​hing we’re not se​e​ing, so​met​hing un​der how ni​ce and fri​endly they are? I ke​ep get​ting ima​ges in my he​ad, Eva​j​e​an, li​ke the​re’s a sick​ness he​re I ha​ven’t fo​und yet.”

    “That’s crazy.”

    “What’s crazy? Tho​se pe​op​le in the stre​et we saw? The boy we ran in​to? Tho​se crazy fucks who kid​nap​ped me, to​ok me to that ca​ve? The who​le world’s crazy now and it’s be​en crazy for, god​damn, for a long ti​me.” He tur​ned to fa​ce her di​rectly, grab​bing her sho​ul​ders. “You know what tho​se guys you fo​und we​re do​ing in the wo​ods? With the​ir tab​le? So​me kind of ri​tu​al, is what. I saw them, set​ting a chest on that tab​le and put​ting a rock in a hat. One of them stuck his fa​ce in that hat and then he le​ad them all to god​damn bu​ri​ed tre​asu​re. What do you think the​se pe​op​le do he​re, with the​ir church and the​ir shel​ves of Bib​les? It’s a cult, Eva​j​e​an. That’s why they’re so happy. Ever​yo​ne in cults is al​ways so happy.”

    “Elliot-”

    “Until they kill them​sel​ves or put po​ison gas in the sub​ways. Shit, the one I tal​ked to af​ter they res​cu​ed me, he cal​led what they did to the cra​zi​es in the ca​ve-and you sho​uld’ve se​en what they did ex​cept you don’t re​al​ly want to, trust me-he sa​id it was ‘blo​od ato​ne​ment.’ How fri​endly and help​ful is that?”
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    “I’m su​re you he​ard it wrong.”

    “They kil​led pe​op​le with sho​vels, Eva​j​e​an.”

    She sig​hed, lo​ud and an​no​yed. “What did you want them to do?” she sa​id. “Le​ave you the​re in that- was it a ca​ve? In that ca​ve?”

    Elliot co​uldn’t fi​gu​re out why she wasn’t get​ting it. Frust​ra​ted, he sto​od up and ins​pec​ted the bo​oks on the shelf. The Pe​arl of Gre​at Pri​ce. The Doct​ri​ne and Co​ve​nants. “Lo​ok at this,” he sa​id, ta​king one and hol​ding it out to her.

    “So they’re Mor​mons,” she sa​id. “So what? The​re are a lot of them. They’re li​ke Presby​te​ri​ans.”

    “I don’t li​ke it,” he sa​id aga​in. He drop​ped the Bo​ok of Mor​mon on​to the co​uch and sat down. “Aren’t they the poly​ga​mists?”

    “I don’t think so,” she sa​id. “They don’t do that any​mo​re.”

    The dog nuz​zled up aga​inst his thigh and whi​ned. “You ne​ed to ta​ke him out,” Eva​j​e​an told him. “No mat​ter what the​se pe​op​le are in​to, I don’t think they’ll ap​pre​ci​ate our dog po​oping on the​ir flo​or.”

    Elliot gat​he​red up the dog and car​ri​ed it out to the gar​den in the front of the ho​use. He let it ro​am whi​le he lo​oked over the town, trying to pin down what exactly had him so on ed​ge. The vi​olen​ce, yes, but wasn’t that ex​pec​ted? You can’t fight off a ca​ve full of cra​zi​es wit​ho​ut dra​wing so​me blo​od. The blo​od ato​ne​ment com​ment, ho​we​ver, was out of pla​ce even the​re-and cle​arly omi​no​us. It co​uld be a re​li​gi​o​us thing, may​be, now that he knew that’s what this com​mu​nity was abo​ut. Mor​mons we​re fri​endly pe​op​le, tho​ugh. He’d had them stop by his do​or, yo​ung kids overd​res​sed for the he​at, with funny tags in​di​ca​ting he sho​uld call them “Elder.” He’d chat​ted with them bri​efly, po​li​tely, and they hadn’t co​me ac​ross as any od​der than the Jeho​vah’s Wit​nes​ses pas​sing out Watch​to​wers or Girl Sco​uts sel​ling co​oki​es.

    He co​uld see so​me of them, wal​king thro​ugh Na​hom, car​rying bas​kets or arm​fuls of fi​re​wo​od. The town was li​ke an Amish pla​ce he’d vi​si​ted with his pa​rents when he was a te​ena​ger, tho​ugh not qu​ite as out of step with the world’s tech​no​logy and fas​hi​on sen​se. It was mo​re li​ke just a very small town, the kind you might ex​pect in the mo​un​ta​ins of Vir​gi​nia.

    The dog bar​ked at so​met​hing and ran. El​li​ot star​ted af​ter it but qu​it af​ter a few steps, kno​wing it’d co​me back when hun​ger lo​omed. He sto​od, watc​hing the mi​ni​mal bust​le of the town, thin​king may​be he co​uld con​vin​ce him​self Eva​j​e​an was right abo​ut all of it. May​be they sho​uld stay for a we​ek or two, let the nor​ma​lity of the si​tu​ati​on do so​me go​od. As long as the​se folks didn’t try to con​vert him to anyt​hing, he co​uld ma​na​ge. If that was the best thing for Eva​j​e​an right now, if that wo​uld set​tle her down and ma​ke her con​tent be​fo​re they star​ted the​ir dri​ve-and he ho​ped it was a dri​ve and not a very long walk-then the cre​epi​ness co​uld be worth it.

    He he​ard the do​or open and lo​oked back to see Eva​j​e​an stan​ding on the front step of the ho​use. She in​ha​led de​eply, let it out, and sa​id, “I ha​ven’t gi​ven up.”

    “Given up?”

    “On what this was all abo​ut,” she sa​id. “On fin​ding the Ho​le.”

    He nod​ded. The dog bo​un​ced out from be​hind a low shrub, pre​ce​ded by a dar​ting and ter​ri​fi​ed chip​munk. Eva​j​e​an la​ug​hed.

    “We still ne​ed to na​me him,” she sa​id. “He’s be​en thro​ugh a lot to be na​me​less.”

    “You sa​id you had an idea,” El​li​ot sa​id, glad the su​bj​ect had chan​ged for now, but we​ary of why.

    “Yeah,” she sa​id, “I do- I did. But it so​unds kind of che​esy now.”

    “What was it?” The dog had gi​ven up on the chip​munk and to​ok a po​si​ti​on by Eva​j​e​an’s leg, scratc​hing its chin with a hind leg.

    She bent down and scratc​hed its he​ad. “Ho​pe,” she sa​id. “Li​ke for go​od luck.” She lo​oked up at him and grin​ned. “The​re was this story, a myth, my mom re​ad me when I was a kid and I al​ways re​mem​be​red it. Pan​do​ra’s Box. A wo​man’s gi​ven a box and is told not to open it but she do​es and all the bad stuff in the world, li​ke hun​ger and fe​ar and di​se​ase, co​mes out. And all that’s left in the box, down in the bot​tom, is ho​pe. So the world is no lon​ger per​fect and is a kind of mi​se​rab​le pla​ce, but we still ha​ve ho​pe to ke​ep us go​ing.”

    “Why’s it left?” he as​ked.

    “Why?”

    “If all the bad stuff wasn’t in the world be​ca​use it was in the box and now it’s in the world, why is ho​pe still in the box? How can ho​pe be in the world, too, if it hasn’t be​en set free li​ke, what did you say, li​ke hun​ger and di​se​ase?”

    Evajean pic​ked up the dog. It bar​ked on​ce, surp​ri​sed, and then set​tled aga​inst her bre​asts. “I don’t know, El​li​ot. It’s just a story, one I li​ked. And be​ca​use you had to go and try and ru​in it, that’s the na​me I’m gi​ving the dog. Ho​pe. To re​mind us of what we ha​ve.”

    “Hope,” he sa​id, and re​ac​hed out to pet the puppy. It tur​ned its fa​ce up to his. “Hi, Ho​pe,” he sa​id. “You may not ma​ke a lot of sen​se, but the​re you are.” Then to Eva​j​e​an, “So what are we sup​po​sed to do now?”

    “What do you me​an?” she sa​id.

    “Since we’re sta​ying on yo​ur say so, I tho​ught you might ha​ve a plan for what to do be​si​des stand in front of our lit​tle ho​use with Ho​pe. You we​re he​re be​fo​re I was; did they tell you anyt​hing?”

    “No,” she sa​id, “I mostly slept. All they sa​id was they we​re go​ing to find you and that I sho​uld stay he​re and they’d ma​ke su​re you we​re sa​fe.”

    “Fine,” he sa​id, “then I’m go​ing to see what I can fi​gu​re out. The​re has to be so​me​one aro​und he​re who can tell me what’s go​ing on. They se​em to ha​ve mo​re ex​pe​ri​en​ce with the cra​zi​es that we do, may​be they know mo​re abo​ut them, too. Can’t hurt to ask.”
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    “I’ll stay he​re,” she sa​id, bo​un​cing the dog in her arms. “You’re go​ing to pick a fight and I don’t want to be the​re.”

    Elliot la​ug​hed. “I can be​ha​ve.”

    She lo​oked at him, un​con​vin​ced.

    “Really,” he sa​id.

    “Okay,” she sa​id, “but I’m still go​ing to stay he​re. Let me know what you une​arth.”

    Evajean to​ok the dog in​si​de and El​li​ot wal​ked out, clo​sing the small ga​te be​hind him. He gre​eted se​ve​ral of Na​hom’s re​si​dents on his way to the town squ​are and church, only ma​king ple​asant​ri​es, ho​we​ver, and not qu​iz​zing them for in​fo. For that he wan​ted a le​ader of so​me sort and his best gu​ess was that he’d be in or ne​ar the church, if this pla​ce re​al​ly was a bi​zar​re fun​da​men​ta​list town.

    Nahom was a do​zen ho​mes and not much el​se. De​ep in a val​ley, the town had a pic​tu​re post​card lo​ok, with qu​a​int arc​hi​tec​tu​re, happy child​ren dres​sed li​ke sun​day scho​ol ent​hu​si​asts, and hus​bands and wi​ves hel​ping each ot​her with rus​tic cho​res. El​li​ot no​ti​ced far mo​re of the lat​ter than the for​mer as he exp​lo​red, the wo​men easily out​num​be​ring the grown men by three or mo​re to one. Eva​j​e​an has sa​id they we​ren’t poly​ga​mists any​mo​re but Na​hom se​emed to buck the trend.

    From what he co​uld tell, the​se pe​op​le spent the​ir ti​me far​ming, may​be hun​ting-for both me​at and tre​asu​re, and at​ten​ding church at the lar​gest bu​il​ding they had. His imp​res​si​on, as he wa​ved and smi​led at pe​op​le, nod​ding gre​etings and on​ce hel​ping a gro​up of men right an over​tur​ned plow, was of the com​mu​nity of hob​bits in the Lord of the Rings mo​vie he and Cla​ri​ne had go​ne to see ye​ars ago, af​ter his wi​fe told him tho​se we​re her fa​vo​ri​te bo​oks in high scho​ol. The pe​op​le we​re ca​ri​ca​tu​res of small town Ame​ri​ca in co​lo​ni​al ti​mes and he knew the​re we​re ne​ver any scan​dals he​re big​ger than a co​up​le of te​ena​gers get​ting ca​ught kis​sing in the hay.

    The do​zen ho​mes mostly gat​he​red along one dirt ro​ad in a gent​le arc, the church at its apex. Be​yond the​se, on both si​des, we​re cul​ti​va​ted fi​elds. The ro​ad be​gan at the bot​tom of the path they’d ta​ken down the val​ley slo​pe the night be​fo​re, and en​ded at a wi​de bro​ok, bust​ling with child​ren fis​hing and catc​hing cray​fish. Na​hom was, in the end, na​use​atingly idyl​lic. The city boy in El​li​ot had tho​ught Char​lot​tes​vil​le was bad, cut off from his lo​ved ur​ban den​sity, but he was con​vin​ced a we​ek in this pla​ce wo​uld dri​ve him very ne​arly mad. He co​uldn’t ima​gi​ne why an​yo​ne cho​se to li​ve this way, even with the pres​su​res of strictly fol​lo​wing re​li​gi​o​us texts. The bad vi​be he’d told Eva​j​e​an abo​ut was fi​er​cer now, be​ca​use a pe​op​le who co​uld ke​ep the vi​olen​ce he’d se​en sup​pres​sed un​der a fa​ca​de li​ke this we​re de​fi​ni​tely not to be trus​ted.

    He was right abo​ut this clan ha​ving a le​ader. As​king aro​und and fol​lo​wing di​rec​ti​ons even​tu​al​ly had him in the small of​fi​ce of Jef​fry Les​ter, or Unc​le Jef​fry as he was ap​pa​rently cal​led.

    Uncle Jef​fry sto​od up from be​hind a mo​dest oak desk, co​ve​red with bo​oks and pa​pers, and held out his hand as El​li​ot wal​ked in​to the ro​om. “Elli​ot,” he sa​id, in a big vo​ice well used to the bo​oming in​to​na​ti​ons of pub​lic pre​ac​hing. “Is it Bis​hop?”

    “Elliot Bis​hop,” El​li​ot sa​id, ta​king Jef​fry’s of​fe​red hand.

    After they sho​ok and El​li​ot sat down, Jef​fry sa​id, “I want to wel​co​me you to Na​hom. Ter​rib​le cir​cums​tan​ces, I know, but no​net​he​less it is go​od to ha​ve you and Ms. Rho​des as our gu​ests.”

    “I ap​pre​ci​ate it,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Espe​ci​al​ly what you did last night with the-”

    “Oh, thank you, but ple​ase don’t men​ti​on it. Go​od men do go​od for ot​hers and we in Na​hom li​ke to think of our​sel​ves as very go​od men. Call it a po​int of pri​de.”

    “You’re Mor​mons he​re?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    “We are. Fol​lo​wers of the true fa​ith of Joseph Smith and the re​ve​la​ti​ons of the prop​hets. Is that a prob​lem for you, Mr. Bis​hop? So​me pe​op​le, tho​se ig​no​rant of our fa​ith, of​ten de​ve​lop pre​j​udi​ced fe​elings abo​ut our be​li​efs and our church. It’s a bat​tle we fight every day and is a lar​ge part of the re​ason we fo​un​ded this very town. Na​hom is wit​ho​ut bi​gots.”

    “It’s not a prob​lem,” El​li​ot sa​id, but Jef​fry’s abun​dant ans​wer and the mighty to​ne with which it was de​li​ve​red, had him on ed​ge. He and Eva​j​e​an had stumb​led upon so​me kind of fun​da​men​ta​list camp and he didn’t ca​re if the​se pe​op​le wors​hi​ped Al​lah or Jesus or the sun and mo​on-they we​re all dan​ge​ro​us so far as he was con​cer​ned. He con​ti​nu​ed, “I’m not Mor​mon, ne​it​her is Eva​j​e​an, but then I’m not re​al​ly anyt​hing, so I al​ways just li​ve and let li​ve, you know?”

    “That is my at​ti​tu​de, too, Mr. Bis​hop. Not God’s-he very much ca​res what you be​li​eve-but I’m a simp​le man in a comp​lex world. Still,” he sa​id, clap​ping his hands to​get​her, “that’s not what you ca​me to me to talk abo​ut. What was yo​ur in​ten​ti​on for this vi​sit? And wo​uld you li​ke so​met​hing to drink? It is get​ting hot al​re​ady and I can of​fer you wa​ter or milk.”

    “Water,” El​li​ot sa​id, “thank you.”

    Jeffry, a small man with a tight fa​ce and eyes the co​lor of brus​hed ste​el, pus​hed back his cha​ir and wal​ked over to a lar​ge shelf aga​inst the of​fi​ce’s back wall. He lif​ted down a sil​ver tray with crystal glas​ses and a de​can​ter of wa​ter. The se​tup was exactly the kind El​li​ot had wan​ted in the​ir li​ving ro​om in Char​lot​tes​vil​le, ele​gant and classy, the sort of disp​lay you cra​ved sho​wing off to gu​ests. The ef​fect cer​ta​inly wor​ked he​re, even if the cle​ar li​qu​id po​uring smo​othly in​to the he​avy glas​ses was only wa​ter and not trip​le dis​til​led vod​ka or Dutch gin.

    Elliot to​ok the of​fe​red glass. Jef​fry car​ri​ed his back to his desk and re​su​med his spot be​hind it, le​aning for​ward to​wards El​li​ot and sa​ying, “Get​ting back to my qu​es​ti​on: why did you ta​ke this op​por​tu​nity to co​me see me? I ima​gi​ne the​se last days ha​ve not be​en ter​ribly ple​asant for you and yo​ur tra​ve​ling com​pa​ni​on.”
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    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “They’ve be​en a mess,” he sa​id, “and I was ho​ping you and yo​ur pe​op​le co​uld help us get back whe​re we we​re he​aded. I don’t know if Eva​j​e​an told you, but our car is back up by the ma​in ro​ad. It slid down the hill and flip​ped over and if you ha​ve so​me men who co​uld help get it righ​ted aga​in and may​be back up that hill, that’d be mo​re than eno​ugh.”

    “Probably,” Jef​fry sa​id, lo​oking up at the ce​iling and thin​king. “A do​zen strong men we ha​ve, and ro​pes. How big is this car?”

    “It’s a truck,” El​li​ot sa​id. “A pic​kup.”

    “Two do​zen, then. Is that all you’ll ne​ed?”

    “If you can get our truck back up on the ro​ad, that’ll be plenty,” El​li​ot sa​id. “If it still dri​ves.”

    “We don’t ha​ve any mec​ha​nics, I’m af​ra​id,” Jef​fry sa​id. “And the world be​yond Na​hom’s bor​ders lo​oks to be such that you’re un​li​kely to find one el​sew​he​re.”

    “Probably right abo​ut that,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Help me get that truc​ked tur​ned over and I’ll be gra​te​ful eno​ugh. Mo​re than anyt​hing, we just want to get star​ted back on our ex​pe​di​ti​on.”

    “Where is it you’re go​ing, exactly?” Jef​fry sa​id, le​aning for​ward over the pa​pers and bo​oks. “Cle​arly the ro​ads aren’t sa​fe and we ha​ve no idea how bad it gets be​yond Vir​gi​nia’s gor​ge​o​us bor​ders.”

    Suspicion drag​ged at El​li​ot and he knew tel​ling this man anyt​hing was a bad idea. Yet he had the sen​se that Unc​le Jef​fry was the kind of guy who co​uld re​ad fal​sity easily, so El​li​ot went with va​gue. “West,” he sa​id. “The​re’s not​hing for us, for eit​her of us, in Vir​gi​nia any​mo​re. May​be the​re’s not​hing west but we can’t stay whe​re we we​re.”

    “You can stay he​re,” Jef​fry sa​id, tos​sing off the sug​ges​ti​on li​ke it was not​hing mo​re than a din​ner in​vi​ta​ti​on. “Na​hom has plenty of ro​om for go​od pe​op​le-and you al​re​ady ha​ve a ho​use.” He smi​led.

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “Thanks, but no. It’s ap​pre​ci​ated but this isn’t whe​re we want to end up. Out west, may​be the​re’s so​met​hing.”

    “Are you lo​vers?” The smi​le was go​ne, rep​la​ced by the con​cer​ned blank​ness of a po​ten​ti​al​ly up​set pa​rent.

    Elliot was ta​ken aback by the ab​rupt​ness of the qu​es​ti​on and didn’t im​me​di​ately ans​wer. Why did Jef​fry ca​re? “Do​es that mat​ter?” El​li​ot sa​id, set​ting his glass down on the desk.

    “You’re not mar​ri​ed.”

    “No, we​re not. And we’re not lo​vers, eit​her. Just-what was it you sa​id be​fo​re? Just ‘tra​ve​ling com​pa​ni​ons.’ Which is what we want to get back to, re​al​ly. Can you help us?”

    The grin ca​me back and Jef​fry was fri​endly aga​in. “Of co​ur​se. Tho​ugh not to​day, I’m sorry to ad​mit. To​day my pe​op​le are pre​pa​ring for the fu​ne​rals of the men kil​led du​ring yo​ur res​cue. The​re will be mo​ur​ning and ce​leb​ra​ti​on and they will be re​ady to help you turn over yo​ur truck by to​mor​row-the day af​ter at the la​test. You’ll be our gu​ests un​til then. Do​es that ag​ree with you?”

    “It’ll ha​ve to,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Wonderful,” Unc​le Jef​fry sa​id, stan​ding up. He of​fe​red his hand to El​li​ot. “Then I will send so​me​one over to ma​ke su​re you and Eva​j​e​an ha​ve everyt​hing you ne​ed and then I will ex​pect the two of you at our ser​vi​ce to​night. Whet​her you are a man of Jeho​vah or not, I as​su​me you are not ad​ver​se to at​ten​ding a fu​ne​ral pre​ac​hed in his na​me?”

    Elliot sho​ok Jef​fry’s hand and sa​id, “Not at all. We’ll be the​re. It’s the le​ast we can do for what they did for me.”

    Jeffry nod​ded. “Then, Mr. Bis​hop, I’ll see you the​re. If the​re’s anyt​hing you ne​ed bet​we​en now and then, an​yo​ne in Na​hom will be happy to help you. Lunch, li​ke bre​ak​fast, is com​mu​nal and we eat it at no​on.”

    “Thank you,” El​li​ot sa​id and he left Jef​fry in the small of​fi​ce, aga​in be​hind the desk, con​su​med by the ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on of his one hund​red and forty ci​ti​zens.

    

    The af​ter​no​on pri​or to the fu​ne​ral slit​he​red by, with Eva​j​e​an hel​ping se​ve​ral of the wo​men with ho​use​hold cho​res and El​li​ot jo​ining the men in har​ves​ting what wo​uld be the ve​ge​tab​le ha​ul last be​fo​re win​ter. This gen​der di​vi​si​on se​emed strictly en​for​ced in Na​hom, the men and wo​men ha​ving the​ir du​ti​es and pla​ces, only to me​et, El​li​ot fi​gu​red, in the ma​ri​tal bed.

    The men he wor​ked with, pic​king ro​ot ve​ge​tab​les, squ​ash, and wit​he​red corn, we​re fri​endly and warm, but far from tal​ka​ti​ve. The​ir con​ver​sa​ti​on fo​cu​sed on the we​at​her or preg​nancy ru​mors, and ne​ver to​uc​hed the ter​rors of the out​si​de world or the de​aths that had af​flic​ted the​ir town in the last day. The ba​na​lity of it all ma​de El​li​ot un​com​for​tab​le, a fe​eling he was un​for​tu​na​tely rat​her used to at this po​int. Still, he did his best to par​ti​ci​pa​te and la​ugh at the​ir jokes, trying to be one of the boys for just this af​ter​no​on.

    He wan​ted to press them for know​led​ge, ho​we​ver, be​ca​use qu​es​ti​ons kept ban​ging aro​und in​si​de his he​ad. How had Na​hom ma​de it thro​ugh the pla​gue so un​mar​red? Had any of the​se pe​op​le fal​len prey to the sick​ness, be​en dri​ven mad? And, if not, why? Everyw​he​re he and Eva​j​e​an had be​en sin​ce this star​ted was de​ad and empty, ex​cept for the cra​zi​es. Now they we​re spen​ding a ple​asant day in a small town that might’ve be​en from an en​ti​rely dif​fe​rent world. He wo​uldn’t be ab​le to con​vin​ce an​yo​ne of it, but El​li​ot knew the ans​wer to the​se qu​es​ti​ons was si​nis​ter. A sort of he​at in his sto​mach and chest had dog​ged him sin​ce the men had first shown up in the ca​ve, but un​til now he’d pas​sed it off as ex​ha​us​ti​on or ner​ves. But tho​se felt dif​fe​rent, we​re dif​fe​rent, and El​li​ot had to en​ter​ta​in, tho​ugh with mi​ni​mal cre​du​lity, the no​ti​on that may​be his mind was trying to tell him so​met​hing, that his un​cons​ci​o​us was pic​king up sig​nals he wasn’t yet awa​re of. Call it ESP, he tho​ught, and la​ug​hed. One of the men, a burly far​mer in grey ove​ral​ls and a straw hat, tur​ned to him, cu​ri​o​us, but El​li​ot only wa​ved and sa​id, “It’s not​hing. Just so​met​hing I tho​ught of now. Is this we​re the​se go?” And he drop​ped his arm​ful of zuc​chi​ni in​to an empty re​ed bas​ket.

    When they’d fi​nis​hed, the men sha​red iced tea bro​ught by Ce​ci​lia, who as​ked El​li​ot how the day’s work was tre​ating him.
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    He told her it was go​od and ref​res​hing, and he wasn’t lying. In tho​se few mo​ments du​ring which he co​uld set his con​cerns asi​de and simply con​cent​ra​te on pic​king ve​ge​tab​les or car​rying fi​re​wo​od, the unen​cum​be​red na​tu​re of the work cont​ras​ted ni​cely with the he​avy thin​king that’d be​en his pri​mary oc​cu​pa​ti​on sin​ce Cal​lie got sick.

    Cecilia smac​ked him on the back hap​pily, sa​ying, “I can’t get eno​ugh of it myself. The work’s so pu​re, you un​ders​tand? It fe​els as if it’s exactly what God sent us he​re to do.”

    Elliot shrug​ged and told her he sup​po​sed that was right. Ce​ci​lia left them then, re​min​ding the men that it was only an ho​ur be​fo​re lunch and they’d bet​ter not be la​te be​ca​use the wo​men had po​ured swe​at-and a go​od many of the ve​ge​tab​les they we​re pic​king right now-into a truly fa​bu​lo​us stew. “You’ll ne​ed yo​ur energy,” she told them, “be​ca​use you boys ha​ve just as much work to do this af​ter​no​on.”

    And they did. Lunch’s stew wasn’t fa​bu​lo​us but it fil​led El​li​ot ade​qu​ately, even if the con​ver​sa​ti​on ac​com​pan​ying it was thin. The ci​ti​zens of Na​hom had adop​ted a stand-off at​ti​tu​de to​ward the​ir two gu​ests, al​most as if they trus​ted El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an as lit​tle as El​li​ot trus​ted them. But the​re was al​so a cu​ri​osity on disp​lay, a sen​se that the​se pe​op​le ex​pec​ted so​met​hing of the two of them and we​re wa​iting to see if it hap​pe​ned. El​li​ot ho​ped he di​sap​po​in​ted them.

    That af​ter​no​on was mo​re of the sa​me, tho​ugh se​ve​ral of the mor​ning’s men didn’t re​turn to ve​ge​tab​le gat​he​ring but, rat​her, pre​pa​red for the eve​ning’s events. And tho​se events, when they ca​me, tro​ub​led El​li​ot and shif​ted his pers​pec​ti​ve mo​re than he co​uld ha​ve pos​sibly ima​gi​ned.

    Around fo​ur o’clock, with the sun dra​wing clo​se to the val​ley’s wes​tern rid​ge, the har​vest cho​res ce​ased and El​li​ot wan​de​red away to find Eva​j​e​an. She was sit​ting at a ro​und tab​le with fo​ur ot​her wo​men, all chat​ting and la​ug​hing whi​le they skin​ned po​ta​to​es and go​uged se​eds out of pump​kins. As he ca​me up, Eva​j​e​an set down her small kni​fe and wal​ked over to me​et him. “Okay,” she sa​id, “I get it now. The​se pe​op​le cre​ep me out.“

    He shrug​ged. “It’s pump​kins.”

    “No. No, it’s not just the pump​kins.” She had le​aned in clo​se and was whis​pe​ring. “They don’t talk abo​ut anyt​hing, El​li​ot. It’s li​ke they don’t even think abo​ut stuff. I me​an, we’ve be​en he​re for, what, for three ho​urs and all we’ve dis​cus​sed is how gre​at sup​per’s go​ing to be and how ni​ce it is of the men to be do​ing the har​vest, and not even a word-not a word-abo​ut how the​re’s a fu​ne​ral to​night for eight men kil​led by zom​bi​es.”

    “Let’s go over he​re,” he sa​id, and le​ad her away from the wo​men and to​wards a small gro​ve of tre​es by the ed​ge of the town squ​are. In the cen​ter of the squ​are, a do​zen of Na​hom’s ci​ti​zens we​re set​ting up cha​irs and a po​di​um. “They won’t be ab​le to he​ar us,” he sa​id. Then, “See? You see what I me​an now? The​re’s so​met​hing wrong with this pla​ce, Eva​j​e​an. Wrong be​yond just fun​da​men​ta​lists li​ving out in the wo​ods. I ke​ep get​ting this fe​eling li​ke they al​re​ady know abo​ut us, li​ke they we​re ex​pec​ting us.”

    Evajean wa​ved her hands. “Me too!” she sa​id. “This one wo​man, not Ce​ci​lia but one na​med Shir​ley… We​eks, I think. Shir​ley We​eks. She’s be​en watc​hing me. I ke​ep catc​hing her do​ing it and then she lo​oks away, but I know she was watc​hing me. I can fe​el her eyes, you know?”

    “I know,” he sa​id.

    “And ot​her pe​op​le are do​ing the sa​me thing. Li​ke this lit​tle girl”-Elli​ot had flas​hes of the la​ug​hing girl in the fo​rest just be​fo​re he’d had his first en​co​un​ter with the wo​man in red-”who’s al​ways pe​eking at me from be​hind things. I’m fre​aking out is what I’m sa​ying and I want to le​ave. Now.”

    “We can’t,” El​li​ot sa​id and, be​fo​re she co​uld start up aga​in, he ad​ded, “We ne​ed them to help us get the truck back up on the ro​ad and they won’t do that un​til af​ter this fu​ne​ral’s ta​ken ca​re of. I tal​ked with the​ir le​ader, a guy na​med Jef​fry-Uncle Jef​fry, they call him-and that’s what he told me.”

    Evajean sho​ok her he​ad. “To​mor​row. El​li​ot, I don’t know if I can wa​it un​til to​mor​row. What if you’re right and so​met​hing’s go​ing on he​re. You sa​id abo​ut the tre​asu​re hun​ting, how stran​ge it was, and what if they’re in​to even we​ir​der stuff? What if they plan to hurt us-or sac​ri​fi​ce us?”

    “I don’t think that’s go​ing to hap​pen,” El​li​ot sa​id, and wa​ved che​er​ful​ly at one of the wo​men who was watc​hing them from the tab​le. Was that Shir​ley? he tho​ught. “I don’t think the​se pe​op​le are in​to that kind of stuff. But I don’t know what the​ir plan is and I think we sho​uld just con​cent​ra​te now on get​ting thro​ugh wit​ho​ut anyt​hing bad hap​pe​ning un​til we can get the truck wor​king aga​in and go back to dri​ving to Co​lo​ra​do.”

    “But what if they don’t help us with the truck?” she as​ked. “What if they ha​ve no in​ten​ti​on of us go​ing to Co​lo​ra​do. I don’t know why I’m so sca​red, El​li​ot, but I am.” Then she sa​id, so​un​ding em​bar​ras​sed, “I fe​el li​ke I’m hyste​ri​cal.”

    “You’re not,” he sa​id. “At le​ast, I don’t think you are. I think you’re pic​king up the sa​me stuff I am and it’s not go​od, wha​te​ver it is. But let’s stay to​get​her, not let them di​vi​de us up, and I’m su​re we can ma​ke it thro​ugh un​til to​mor​row mor​ning. They’ve got the fu​ne​ral ke​eping them busy.”

    But Eva​j​e​an wasn’t bu​ying it. She’d pic​ked up that sus​pi​ci​o​us bug that had kept him on ed​ge sin​ce he’d ar​ri​ved in the town, and she ap​pe​ared to be suf​fe​ring from it far wor​se. El​li​ot didn’t know why it’d ta​ken her so long to no​ti​ce the od​dness of Na​hom and he was glad she did now, but he had to ke​ep a lid on it or she’d blow wha​te​ver co​ver they had left.
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    “Look,” he con​ti​nu​ed, “we won’t even split up. Just stay right he​re, right next to me, and if it lo​oks li​ke they’re go​ing to try anyt​hing funny, we’ll just ta​ke off in​to the wo​ods. Worst that can hap​pen is we run in​to so​me cra​zi​es but, then, that’s what we se​em to ha​ve al​re​ady do​ne.”

    She smi​led at him and he co​uld see she was cal​ming down. He put his arm aro​und her sho​ul​ders. “We can do this,” he sa​id. “I me​an, we’ve ma​de it thro​ugh a lot so far, right?”

    Evajean nod​ded and didn’t pull away. He held her and she sa​id, “I’m sca​red. Re​al​ly, that’s all. I’m pro​bably fre​aking myself out.”

    “Let’s just not worry abo​ut it. I me​an, Jesus, think abo​ut what we’ve be​en thro​ugh just get​ting he​re. The wo​man at the sto​re, that big gro​up of them on the ro​ad, the car ac​ci​dent-”

    “And you,” she sa​id. “Get​ting cap​tu​red and the ca​ve…”

    “So this is not​hing,” El​li​ot sa​id. “The​se are ni​ce pe​op​le who hap​pen to be kind of re​li​gi​o​us and are fre​aking both of us out. We just think abo​ut it that way and wa​it un​til to​mor​row mor​ning and everyt​hing’ll be go​od.”

    Evajean pul​led away from him and lo​oked up at his fa​ce. “Thank you,” she sa​id. “It’s crazy. I fe​el crazy. May​be we can just go back to the ho​use?”

    They did and, un​til one of Na​hom’s men tap​ped on the do​or to let them know the fu​ne​ral was abo​ut to start, Eva​j​e​an and El​li​ot sat in​si​de and chat​ted abo​ut old ti​mes and de​ad fa​mily what it wo​uld be li​ke if everyt​hing just went back to nor​mal.

    But that en​ded with the me​asu​red knoc​king on the front do​or and, when El​li​ot ope​ned it, a lar​ge man in a whi​te col​la​red shirt and grey pants told him Unc​le Jef​fry had sent for the two of them and that things we​re abo​ut to start. El​li​ot as​su​red the man they’d be the​re mo​men​ta​rily.

    Now he and Eva​j​e​an we​re stan​ding in a crowd of the en​ti​re one-hund​red and forty, mi​nus the de​ad, whi​le Jef​fry re​ad a pas​sa​ge from one of the scrip​tu​ral bo​oks. Not​hing abo​ut it so far was too far out of the or​di​nary for a fu​ne​ral, al​be​it with a lot less pomp and cir​cums​tan​ce than the Cat​ho​lic ce​re​mo​ni​es El​li​ot was used to. The​re was sin​ging and pra​ying, and the fa​mi​li​es of the de​ce​ased spo​ke the​ir fond me​mo​ri​es. One of the men had had fi​ve wi​ves and se​ve​ral of the ot​hers had two. The num​ber of im​pac​ted child​ren was mi​ni​mal, ho​we​ver, and El​li​ot-who re​ali​zed he felt a deg​ree of gu​ilt for what he now watc​hed-was glad for that.

    It was du​ring the eighth of the​se eulo​gi​es, as an old wo​man spo​ke of her son’s co​ura​ge and wil​ling​ness to ser​ve God, that the first of that night’s se​qu​en​ce of ter​rib​le events oc​cur​red.

    Elliot was sta​ring at his fe​et, unab​le to lo​ok in​to anot​her yet anot​her pa​ir of an​gu​is​hed eyes. Eva​j​e​an le​aned aga​inst him, hum​ming qu​i​etly and un​cons​ci​o​usly to her​self. The lit​tle girl in the row in front of El​li​ot-a girl he was con​vin​ced was the one who’d le​ad him on the bri​ef cha​se thro​ugh the wo​ods-til​ted her he​ad to the si​de li​ke she was lis​te​ning for so​met​hing, then clap​ped her hands to the si​des of her he​ad, and scre​amed. She fell back​wards, over the cha​ir, and in​to El​li​ot. He stumb​led for​ward aga​inst her, trying to grab her arms and ke​ep her up, but his start​led ac​ti​ons mis​sed and she lan​ded on the grass, legs ca​ught in the cha​ir’s legs, be​ating her firsts aga​inst the gro​und whi​le scre​ec​hes pus​hed thro​ugh her clenc​hed te​eth.

    Jeffry, stan​ding to the left of the po​di​um, ran for​ward, cal​ling out, “Is she okay? What hap​pe​ned?”

    Men we​re pul​ling El​li​ot back, trying to get at the girl, whi​le so​mew​he​re on the ot​her si​de of the crowd a wo​man cal​led out. “Oh God! Oh Jesus!” she sho​uted and, as he was drag​ged way from Eva​j​e​an, El​li​ot saw the wo​man po​in​ting to​ward the rid​ge. Co​ming down from that hill, in a sing​le row li​ke Ro​man sol​di​ers, we​re over a hund​red cra​zi​es, ar​med with rocks and branc​hes, fa​ces to the sky as they ran.

    Elliot hur​led him​self for​ward and grab​bed Eva​j​e​an. “We ha​ve to go!” he sho​uted over the calls of the men and the cri​es of the wo​men. Unc​le Jef​fry was do​ing his best to calm the crowd, sa​ying so​met​hing abo​ut the church and do​ors, but no​body se​emed to pa​ying him any at​ten​ti​on.

    They for​ced the​ir way thro​ugh the crowd and, as they re​ac​hed its pe​rip​hery, it se​emed pe​op​le gras​ped the he​art of Jef​fry’s mes​sa​ge and be​gan run​ning to the church. Eva​j​e​an pul​led in that di​rec​ti​on and El​li​ot, af​ter bri​ef he​si​ta​ti​on, al​lo​wed him​self to fol​low her.

    When the en​ti​re po​pu​la​ti​on of Na​hom had run thro​ugh the church’s open ent​ran​ce, the he​avy wo​oden do​ors swung shut, and the pa​nic sub​si​ded. El​li​ot he​ard sobs and the child​ren as​ked qu​es​ti​ons abo​ut who tho​se pe​op​le we​re and whe​re they ca​me from. A lit​tle girl, stan​ding ne​ar Eva​j​e​an, as​ked the emp​ti​ness in front of her if tho​se we​re the bad pe​op​le who kil​led her daddy. Eva​j​e​an pul​led her in​to a hug and whis​pe​red in her ear.

    Elliot wal​ked over to the clo​sed do​ors and as​ked one of the men stan​ding ne​ar them if they wo​uld hold.

    “I don’t know,” the man sa​id and lo​oked over at Unc​le Jef​fry, who was tal​king with a gro​up of wo​men. “I don’t know how long they’ll hold.”

    Jeffry sa​id, “Okay, ever​yo​ne, ple​ase, let’s try to re​ma​in calm. We de​alt with the​se pe​op​le be​fo​re and we can do it aga​in. Right now, we ne​ed to ma​ke su​re the church’s win​dows are shut​te​red and loc​ked and so I ne​ed so​me of you to ca​re​ful​ly ma​ke yo​ur way thro​ugh the bu​il​ding and as​su​re that is the ca​se.” He po​in​ted at the men ne​ar the do​or. “And you, you’re only ro​le right now is to be cer​ta​in not​hing gets thro​ugh tho​se do​ors. Put yo​ur we​ight aga​inst them if you ne​ed to, but ke​ep tho​se do​ors shut.”
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    Elliot hel​ped the men. He and se​ve​ral ot​hers ran thro​ugh the church, grab​bing desks and cha​irs and anyt​hing el​se they co​uld find, and stac​king the​ir ha​ul aga​inst the do​ors. Whi​le they did this, Jef​fry and the wo​men to​ok the child​ren in the back then be​gan clo​sing and fas​te​ning the shut​ters. From out​si​de, they co​uld he​ar the cra​zi​es gib​be​ring, but the so​und was far off still. El​li​ot won​de​red what they we​re up to and why the zom​bi​es hadn’t pres​sed the at​tack.

    Nahom, this far out in the mo​un​ta​ins, didn’t ha​ve elect​ri​city li​nes, so when the last of the shut​ters was pul​led shut, the church be​ca​me comp​le​tely dark. Child​ren cri​ed out and sob​bed, mot​hers and fat​hers do​ing the​ir best to pro​vi​de com​fort whi​le cle​arly up​set them​sel​ves. El​li​ot trac​ked down Eva​j​e​an and sat with her as Jef​fry tal​ked qu​i​etly to his pe​op​le, tel​ling them they ne​eded only wa​it this out, that the pe​op​le out​si​de co​uldn’t get in.

    “I’m not go​ing to say I’m sca​red,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “I know,” El​li​ot sa​id, lo​oking aro​und, trying to see if the​re was so​mew​he​re el​se they might sit, clo​ser to an easy exit in ca​se things went bad.

    “I’m sca​red,” she sa​id.

    Elliot put his hand on hers. “Re​mem​ber what we sa​id? Abo​ut just stic​king this out and le​aving?” He squ​e​ezed. “It’s one mo​re thing to stick out.”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id.

    “Only one mo​re thing.”

    And they we​re qu​i​et for se​ve​ral mi​nu​tes then, lis​te​ning to the so​unds of the Na​hom’s ci​ti​zens, the​se fun​da​men​ta​lists ma​king per​haps the​ir last stand in the​ir ho​use of God. Still, the sen​se of strength El​li​ot got from them was stag​ge​ring. The pe​op​le of this town we​re not ter​ri​fi​ed any​mo​re. They’d set tho​se emo​ti​ons asi​de and ma​de them​sel​ves fo​cus on what they co​uld do aga​inst the hor​de that had vi​olently in​ter​rup​ted the​ir mo​ur​ning. El​li​ot had to res​pect them for that, even if he co​uldn’t fully wrap his he​ad aro​und what they got out of the​ir iso​la​ted, re​li​gi​on dri​ven exis​ten​ce.

    “I’m go​ing to talk to Jef​fry,” El​li​ot sa​id when he was re​la​ti​vely su​re Eva​j​e​an was in cont​rol. “I want to know what he plans to do.”

    “Just to wa​it,” she sa​id. “Li​ke he told us. Just wa​it.”

    “And ho​pe they go away? I’m not bu​ying that. It’s silly. We don’t ha​ve any fo​od.”

    She sho​ok her he​ad and El​li​ot co​uld ba​rely ma​ke out the ges​tu​re in the fa​int light co​ming from the small sta​ined glass win​dows ne​ar the ro​of. “It’s-”

    Something he​avy slam​med aga​inst one of the win​dows to the​ir right. Child​ren scre​amed and a gro​up of men rus​hed to the lo​ca​ti​on of the hit. Then a crash ca​me from the ot​her si​de of the church and El​li​ot tur​ned to see a fa​int arc of sun​light whe​re the wo​oden shut​ter had crac​ked.

    “Stay he​re,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an and ran over to the small bre​ach, trying to see out​si​de. He co​uldn’t ma​ke out much mo​re than mo​ving sha​pes, blur​red and in​dis​tinct, but then anot​her rock cras​hed in​to the win​dow and the glass bet​we​en him and the shut​ters’ wo​oden slats shat​te​red. He fell back, away from the fal​ling glass, and cal​led out. “Over he​re!” he yel​led. “They’re co​ming thro​ugh over he​re!”

    Men, wo​men, and mo​re than a few kids scat​te​red, so​me he​ading to​ward El​li​ot and the win​dow to fight anyt​hing that might burst forth, whi​le ot​hers ran in the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on, ter​ri​fi​ed to be ne​ar the cra​zi​es if they did ma​ke it thro​ugh. El​li​ot sta​yed whe​re he was, aga​in trying to lo​ok thro​ugh the bre​ak in the shut​ters to get a sen​se of what they might be up aga​inst.

    Unfortunately, the vi​ew was still po​or and the best he co​uld do was af​firm that mo​re of the cra​zi​es had gat​he​red. So​me​one be​hind him sa​id, “Get away from the​re, we’re go​ing to-”

    And then an arm was aro​und El​li​ot’s chest, drag​ging him back​wards, and fo​ur men car​rying a pew hur​ri​ed past, flip​ping the​ir enor​mo​us lo​ad up aga​inst the win​dow’s empty fra​me.

    “That won’t hold!” El​li​ot sho​uted. “The​re’s too many!” But they we​ren’t lis​te​ning-and pro​bably co​uldn’t ha​ve he​ard him any​way over the no​ise from the pack of child​ren co​we​ring on the flo​or to his left.

    He wis​hed he co​uld see. The man who’d held him-Elli​ot didn’t know any of the​ir na​mes, ex​cept Jef​fry, who was fu​ti​lely di​rec​ting, and And​rews, who was with the men ne​ar the win​dow-let go and El​li​ot spun aro​und in the ne​ar dark, trying to see Eva​j​e​an. He co​uldn’t find her, ho​we​ver, and, any​way, he wasn’t su​re what he wo​uld ha​ve do​ne if he had. They we​re trap​ped in the church with the exits bloc​ked and so​me in​de​ter​mi​na​te num​ber of cra​zi​es out the​re, re​ady to te​ar the ci​ti​zens of Na​hom apart if only they co​uld fi​gu​re a way in. The re​al tro​ub​le was, af​ter his ex​pe​ri​en​ce in the ca​ve, El​li​ot knew the cra​zi​es we​re smart. They we​ren’t li​ke slow and dumb mo​vie zom​bi​es you co​uld co​unt on to just ke​ep wal​king in​to the clo​sed do​or un​til they eit​her rot​ted or the wo​od col​lap​sed from all that gent​le nud​ging.

    So he fo​und a se​at at one of the few re​ma​ining pews, wa​iting for Eva​j​e​an to find him, and tho​ught abo​ut what to do next. What we​re the chan​ces the cra​zi​es-who he co​uld now ma​ke out sho​uting from be​yond the church’s wal​ls-we​ren’t af​ter him and Eva​j​e​an, that they’d le​ave them alo​ne in fa​vor of Na​hom’s Mor​mons? Not li​kely, es​pe​ci​al​ly sin​ce the wo​man in red had shown such in​te​rest in him. He hadn’t se​en her in the mass of cra​zi​es co​ming down from the rid​ge, but the​ir num​ber was so lar​ge that he co​uld ha​ve just mis​sed her.

    No mat​ter what, he knew he co​uldn’t co​unt on Unc​le Jef​fry and his boys to pro​tect him and Eva​j​e​an. They we​re on the​ir own, just li​ke she’d pre​dic​ted. The​se pe​op​le wo​uld fight for the​ir own and El​li​ot ne​eded to be re​ady to do the sa​me.

    He sto​od up, and saw Eva​j​e​an. She was with the men ne​ar the win​dow now, tal​king to one of them, who had to le​an down clo​se to he​ar. She lo​oked up when Jef​fry aga​in cal​led his pe​op​le to at​ten​ti​on.

    “We don’t ha​ve a lot of ti​me,” Jef​fry sa​id, stan​ding atop a pew three rows ahe​ad of whe​re El​li​ot sat. “Tho​se pe​op​le out the​re, tho​se be​asts, are go​ing to get thro​ugh that win​dow or anot​her win​dow and they’re go​ing to try to hurt us li​ke they did be​fo​re. We ne​ed to be re​ady to fight them and we ne​ed to be re​ady to die to pro​tect what’s ours. I want you men fin​ding anyt​hing you can to de​fend yo​ur​sel​ves. The​re’s a sword abo​ve the bo​ok​ca​se in my of​fi​ce and I ha​ve a few let​ter ope​ners, too. Not a lot, but it will ha​ve to be go​od eno​ugh.” He pa​used whi​le a pa​ir of men bro​ke from the pack to get the we​apons. “The rest of you, lo​ok for anyt​hing. Bre​ak legs off the​se pews or the cha​irs if you ne​ed to. On​ce that’s do​ne, we’re go​ing downs​ta​irs.”

    Downstairs? El​li​ot hadn’t se​en any way down. Why had Jef​fry just now men​ti​oned it? Of co​ur​se go​ing in​to a ba​se​ment was the​ir best bet, sin​ce that’d li​mit the ways the cra​zi​es co​uld get to them.

    But then Jef​fry sa​id, “And on​ce we’re downs​ta​irs, ever​yo​ne he​re knows what to do.”

    Shit, El​li​ot tho​ught. What do​es that me​an? He re​mem​be​red the men in the wo​ods, the tre​asu​re hun​ters, and And​rews’s men​ti​on of blo​od ato​ne​ment. No​ne of the things tho​se sa​me pe​op​le might know to do in the ba​se​ment we​re go​ing to be go​od. Was this a su​ici​de cult, li​ke Jim Jones? We​re they go​ing to le​ad the child​ren down be​low and then ever​yo​ne wo​uld drink Ko​ol Aid and die pe​ace​ful​ly whi​le the cra​zi​es po​un​ded to get in?

    No. No, they we​re gat​he​ring we​apons. You don’t arm yo​ur​self be​fo​re drin​king po​ison. Still, El​li​ot wasn’t go​ing to ta​ke any chan​ces. He ran to Eva​j​e​an.

    “We ha​ve to find a way out of he​re, ” he sa​id, trying to ke​ep his vo​ice low eno​ugh that no​body but she co​uld he​ar.

    “You think?” she sa​id. “What are they go​ing to do, El​li​ot? In the ba​se​ment, what are they-”

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “But it’d be damn stu​pid of us to stick aro​und to find out. I don’t want to be loc​ked down the​re with them no mat​ter what they’re up to.”

    Evajean glan​ced aro​und. “But how do we get out? The do​ors are- They’ve stac​ked all that stuff up aga​inst them and the win​dows are loc​ked.”

    “And the cra​zi​es,” El​li​ot sa​id. “We’d ha​ve to get by them.”

    Evajean didn’t he​ar this, ho​we​ver. She was re​ac​hing out and grab​bing the arm of a man stan​ding ne​arby. He tur​ned, start​led, and she sa​id, “We ne​ed to get our dog. We for​got our dog back at the ho​use.”

    The man sta​red at her.

    She sa​id aga​in, “Our dog, the one I bro​ught with me.”

    The man sa​id, “No. Tho​se pe​op​le out the​re will hurt you. Unc​le Jef​fry-”

    “Look,” she sa​id, “all I’m as​king is, when you all he​ad in​to that ba​se​ment, you let us stay up he​re. We’ll get the dog, co​me back, you let us in. Okay?”

    His eyes shif​ted to Jef​fry, who was tal​king with a gro​up of wo​men whi​le the men to​re apart the pews. “Uncle-”

    “Don’t worry abo​ut him, okay?”
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    The man shrug​ged. “I’ll ha​ve to talk to Unc​le Jef​fry.”

    Evajean sa​id, “Okay, fi​ne, you do that. But I want my dog.”

    Shaking his he​ad, the man wal​ked away to help his fri​ends te​ar apart fur​ni​tu​re.

    “What the hell was that?” El​li​ot sa​id, when he was go​ne. “The cra​zi​es are out the​re. We’re not go​ing af​ter that dog.”

    “No. But if they think we are, they won’t ex​pect us to he​ad down in​to the ba​se​ment with them. And we don’t want to be in that ba​se​ment, right?”

    Elliot nod​ded. “Right. Okay, you’re right. But that do​esn’t help us with what we’re go​ing to do on​ce we’re left up he​re-if Jef​fry lets us get away with yo​ur plan. We still can’t get out.”

    “One thing at a ti​me,” she sa​id. “We can just hi​de if we ha​ve to. The​re has to be so​mew​he​re in he​re whe​re-”

    “They’re go​ing down,” El​li​ot sa​id. Jef​fry was stan​ding by the do​or to his of​fi​ce, wa​ving his hands and di​rec​ting the men, wo​men, and child​ren in a ca​re​ful li​ne past him. The ent​ran​ce must be in the​re, El​li​ot tho​ught. Un​der the desk or be​hind the bo​oks​helf. A sec​ret pas​sa​ge​way.

    “Just stay he​re,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Don’t do anyt​hing to ma​ke him chan​ge his mind.”

    “Shit,” El​li​ot sa​id, po​in​ting.

    “What?” But then she saw. Jef​fry had cal​led over three men and was tal​king to them whi​le glan​cing and ges​tu​ring at El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an. “They’re not go​ing to let us,” she sa​id.

    “No,” El​li​ot sa​id, “and we can’t get out.”

    The men bro​ke away from Jef​fry and be​gan wal​king ac​ross the now empty flo​or of the church to​ward the two of them. Jef​fry cal​led out, “I’m af​ra​id get​ting yo​ur dog is too dan​ge​ro​us. I’m go​ing to ha​ve to in​sist you co​me with us.”

    “I want my dog!” Eva​j​e​an sho​uted at him as the men clo​sed in. One grab​bed her by the arms and the ot​her two flan​ked El​li​ot. Ne​it​her he nor Eva​j​e​an strug​gled-the​re wasn’t much of a po​int-and they we​re so​on stumb​ling ac​ross the church and in​to Jef​fry’s of​fi​ce.

    The desk had be​en pul​led out and swung aga​inst one wall and the car​pet pul​led asi​de. Un​der​ne​ath was a trap do​or, fo​ur fe​et on a si​de, le​aning open as the last of the towns​pe​op​le clim​bed down the lat​ter in​to wha​te​ver lay un​der​ne​ath the church.

    “Let go of us,” El​li​ot sa​id as they got ne​ar Jef​fry. Eva​j​e​an sho​ok her​self in the arms of her cap​tor, but re​ma​ined qu​i​et.

    “I won’t do that,” Jef​fry sa​id. “I’m sorry abo​ut this, re​al​ly, but the simp​le fact is that the two of you ha​ve be​co​me too im​por​tant to let you get kil​led by tho​se pe​op​le out the​re. I’ll do my best to exp​la​in, I pro​mi​se, but for now you’ll ha​ve to trust me. We’ve de​alt with them be​fo​re, we know how to get thro​ugh it aga​in. My men are strong. All will be well.”

    “Go to hell,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “We don’t want to go down the​re with you.”

    Jeffry sta​red at her. “You mustn’t-”

    “No,” she went on. “God​damn it, I spent the day hel​ping yo​ur mind​less wo​men ma​ke that stu​pid fo​od and I got​ta say, you pe​op​le are as nuts as any of the cra​zi​es out​si​de.”

    “Ms. Rho​des,” Jef​fry sa​id, til​ting his he​ad, in​di​ca​ting to the men to con​ti​nue get​ting the two of them down in​to the ba​se​ment. “You may spe​ak li​ke that out the​re, in that world of gen​ti​les, but we do not use such lan​gu​age in Na​hom. I ask you to res​pect that.”

    Evajean la​ug​hed. “Out the​re?” She sho​ok her he​ad. “Wha​te​ver,” she sa​id. “Wha​te​ver. Ta​ke us down the​re. Do wha​te​ver you want. But I’m go​ing to get my god​damn dog when this is do​ne.”

    Elliot, sca​red de​ep in​to his guts, had to grin. Eva​j​e​an was the stron​ger of them, he knew. And now he knew, for re​asons he wo​uldn’t ha​ve be​en ab​le to ar​ti​cu​la​te, that she’d get them thro​ugh this. She’d sto​od up to the de​ath of her hus​band and pus​hed for this qu​est to find ans​wers abo​ut his de​mi​se. She’d ha​uled her​self out of that wrec​ked truck and hun​ted thro​ugh the wo​ods to help El​li​ot. She was the strong one.

    Neither of them sa​id any mo​re as they we​re pus​hed to the lad​der and ma​de to climb down. Down tur​ned out to be qu​ite a bit furt​her than he ex​pec​ted, thirty fe​et at le​ast, by his co​unt of the rungs, and then he was stan​ding on hard pac​ked earth as he watc​hed Eva​j​e​an co​me down af​ter him.

    The ro​om was small and lit with torc​hes and cand​les along the walls and in the hands of se​ve​ral of the wo​men. It was anot​her ca​ve, li​ke the one the wo​man in red had ta​ken El​li​ot to, but lar​ger and sup​por​ted in pla​ces by thick logs. The pe​op​le sto​od with the​ir backs aga​inst the sto​ne and wo​od, le​aving the cen​ter open, and it was he​re the lad​der to​uc​hed down. Eva​j​e​an drop​ped next to El​li​ot and lo​oked aro​und, start​led by the si​ze. The three men who’d grab​bed them ca​me next, and then Unc​le Jef​fry. As so​on as he was down, Jef​fry di​rec​ted El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an to jo​in the ot​hers aga​inst the walls.

    “I’m go​ing to clo​se it now,” he sa​id to his pe​op​le. “I will clo​se this do​or abo​ve us, lock it, and then it will be bra​ced with he​avy bo​ards. Not​hing will get thro​ugh and not​hing will in​ter​rupt us be​fo​re we fi​nish.” Se​ve​ral of the pe​op​le ne​ar El​li​ot nod​ded at this, li​ke it was part of a re​he​ar​sed spe​ech they’d all lis​te​ned to be​fo​re.

    Jeffry po​in​ted at the trap do​or and one of the men-it was And​rews, El​li​ot saw-bro​ke from the gro​up and clim​bed the lad​der. When he re​ac​hed the top, the​re was a lo​ud thump and the scra​ping of wo​od on wo​od. Then And​rews ca​me back down and nod​ded at Jef​fry as he went past and back in​to the gro​up by the wall.

    “There,” Jef​fry sa​id. “We’re sa​fe now, the do​or is strong. Gat​her yo​ur​sel​ves and pray that it re​ma​ins so and pray for what we must now do.”
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    And so they did. El​li​ot sat bet​we​en two wo​men, with a yo​ung boy in front of him and next to Eva​j​e​an, and watc​hed as all of Na​hom’s ci​ti​zens bo​wed the​ir he​ads and, ex​cept for the ones hol​ding the torc​hes and cand​les, clas​ped the​ir hands, and he wa​ited as the ten​se fe​eling in his sto​mach re​tur​ned far wor​se then be​fo​re. Unc​le Jef​fry was up to so​met​hing-all the​se pe​op​le we​re up to so​met​hing-and El​li​ot didn’t know what it was but he had the un​de​ni​ab​le fe​eling that it was bad and that he and Eva​j​e​an sho​uld ha​ve run when they’d had the chan​ce.

    The pe​op​le pra​yed, whis​pe​ring to them​sel​ves. El​li​ot re​ali​zed with gro​wing con​cern that the lan​gu​age they we​re spe​aking wasn’t Eng​lish and he knew-ter​ror mo​un​ting even mo​re-that it was the sa​me lan​gu​age the pe​op​le in the ca​ve had be​en spe​aking, the sa​me lan​gu​age as the cra​zi​es. Not bab​bling, not gib​be​ring, but a lan​gu​age fo​re​ign to his ex​pe​ri​en​ce un​til just a day ago. He tur​ned to Eva​j​e​an and co​uld see she’d no​ti​ced it too. He re​ac​hed out and pul​led her to him and she hud​dled aga​inst his chest as the chan​ting grew lo​uder.

    “What is that?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, her mo​uth tur​ned up to his ear.

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “It’s-”

    “It’s the cra​zi​es’ talk,” she sa​id. “It’s not sa​fe. El​li​ot, we ne​ed-”

    And then the chan​ting stop​ped. They watc​hed as Unc​le Jef​fry, kne​eling in the cen​ter of the ca​ve, slowly pus​hed him​self from the gro​und and sto​od up. His eyes we​re clo​sed, pres​sed so tight that the skin of his fa​ce wrink​led, li​ke a child squ​in​ting dra​ma​ti​cal​ly in the sun. He stumb​led two steps for​ward then ca​ught him​self and for​ced his body fully erect. The pe​op​le aro​und El​li​ot sig​hed, a long re​le​ase of bre​ath, and then Unc​le Jef​fry ra​ised his arms and in each hand he held one of the odd sto​nes li​ke El​li​ot had se​en the tre​asu​re hun​ters put in the hat.

    Up un​til this po​int, El​li​ot had be​en on bo​ard with the the​ory that the pla​gue was a vi​rus of so​me kind that in​fec​ted pe​op​le, bro​ke down the​ir men​tal sta​te, and dro​ve them mad be​fo​re kil​ling them. That’s what the news had sa​id-and the sci​en​tists and physi​ci​ans the re​por​ters in​ter​vi​ewed re​ite​ra​ted the mes​sa​ge. The pla​gue was na​tu​ral. And of co​ur​se it was be​ca​use what el​se co​uld it be?

    But now, as he watc​hed what hap​pe​ned next, he had to set that the​ory asi​de en​ti​rely. The events of the last se​ve​ral months, cir​cums​tan​ces that had dest​ro​yed his li​fe has he’d known it, ta​ken his wi​fe and child, and then thrust him in​to this bi​zar​re ad​ven​tu​re with the lady who li​ved ac​ross the stre​et, had fit the the​ory. This, ho​we​ver, what Unc​le Jef​fry was do​ing-or what was be​ing do​ne to him, El​li​ot didn’t know which-co​uldn’t be fit in to what he’d be​en told and what he’d tho​ught. For a mo​ment, he tho​ught he was just go​ing mad, that this was the end of his sa​nity. But then he saw that Eva​j​e​an was watc​hing it too and he knew, sud​denly and ter​ribly, that the world was a very dif​fe​rent pla​ce than he’d ever be​li​eved.

    The rocks Unc​le Jef​fry held burst to fi​ery li​fe. The one on the left, a gre​en sto​ne the si​ze of a ba​se​ball, cut thro​ugh by black and sil​ver ve​ins, pul​sed out​wards in a cle​an, whi​te glow, li​ke the fuzzy aura aro​und the full mo​on. A wo​man ne​ar El​li​ot gas​ped and fell over si​de​ways, hands aro​und her thro​at, kic​king out with her fe​et. The ot​hers ig​no​red her, ho​we​ver, to​tal​ly con​su​med by what was hap​pe​ning to Jef​fry. As the glow from the first rock ex​pan​ded, the se​cond, yel​low and red in tight crystal swirls, ar​ced am​ber light to​wards its com​pa​ni​on. The be​am mo​ved at an im​pos​sibly slow pa​ce, sli​ding along a path over Jef​fry’s he​ad un​til it re​ac​hed the gre​en sto​ne. As the lights com​bi​ned, Jef​fry scre​amed, fa​ce tur​ned up to the ce​iling of the ca​ve. Fat tu​bers of il​lu​mi​na​ti​on craw​led from the now ne​arly blin​ding glow and swar​med aro​und Jef​fry li​ke lo​osed sna​kes.

    Evajean duc​ked her he​ad aga​inst El​li​ot and he held her clo​se. Jef​fry tur​ned his fa​ce to​ward his cong​re​ga​ti​on, pi​vo​ting aro​und un​til he’d ins​pec​ted them all… “Pray!” he sho​uted, his vo​ice frac​tu​red by sta​tic. “Pray that the righ​te​o​us will win the day, that the blasp​he​mers are pu​nis​hed by the Lord our God. Pray, I tell you and do not stop un​til tho​se who wo​uld do us harm are are ba​nis​hed from this pla​ne back to the hor​rib​le re​alm from which they co​me.”

    “Return,” the pe​op​le of Na​hom cal​led in uni​son.

    “Pray!” Jef​fry went on. “For cen​tu​ri​es we ha​ve fo​ught the​ir me​na​ce, bat​tled aga​inst the evil they wo​uld do. God has gi​ven us this mis​si​on thro​ugh his prop​het, Joseph Smith. He has pled​ged us in the bat​tle aga​inst this evil. So I call upon all of you, men, wo​men, and pre​ci​o​us child​ren, to pray un​til we ha​ve over​co​me the hor​rors that po​und at our ga​tes.”

    The light had con​su​med him now, co​ve​ring his fe​atu​res in a thick blan​ket of il​lu​mi​na​ti​on. El​li​ot pul​led Eva​j​e​an in​to him​self, pres​sed her che​ek aga​inst his shirt, and he co​uld he​ar her cal​ling out wit​ho​ut words, over​co​me by the light and the mad ora​ti​on of Unc​le Jef​fry.

    “The scrip​tu​res spe​ak on the co​ming of the one mighty and strong,” Jef​fry con​ti​nu​ed. “They tell us that he will le​ad us to sal​va​ti​on, for​ging for​ward on the path the prop​het be​gan. We do not know who the mighty and strong is, but I say to all of you that he has re​tur​ned in this, the worst of ti​mes, and he will gi​ve us the po​wer ne​eded to over​co​me the evil that has over​co​me this wretc​hed world. We ne​ed only hold out long eno​ugh to re​cog​ni​ze him. We ne​ed only ha​ve fa​ith in the words of the prop​het, Joseph Smith, and we shall de​fe​at the pla​gue the de​vil has bro​ught down upon us.” He ra​ised his arms up, his hands flat, hol​ding the two sto​nes, and the light spi​ked. El​li​ot had to turn his fa​ce away. “The​se are the end ti​mes, my child​ren. And we shall pre​va​il!”
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    The pe​op​le we​re sho​uting now, so​me in the stran​ge lan​gu​age of the cra​zi​es, ot​hers just cal​ling out phra​ses in re​pe​ti​ti​on of Jef​fry, and se​ve​ral sto​od up and be​gan dan​cing, writ​hing and twis​ting in pla​ce. El​li​ot pul​led Eva​j​e​an in​to him as the crowd pres​sed for​ward, in​to the cen​ter of the circ​le. So​on his vi​ew was obs​cu​red en​ti​rely by de​nim pants and cot​ton skirts. Ne​it​her of them tri​ed to stand, ho​we​ver, be​ca​use do​ing so wo​uld draw at​ten​ti​on and di​sap​pe​aring was the best way to avo​id be​ing hurt.

    Then it stop​ped. The dan​cing, the chan​ting, and Unc​le Jef​fry’s ora​tory all simply ce​ased and the ca​vern be​ca​me still but for the pat​terns of light and sha​dow cre​ated by the now ste​ady torc​hes. El​li​ot lo​oked at Eva​j​e​an and she tur​ned her he​ad up to his, but they both only had blank lo​oks. Ne​it​her da​red even whis​per.

    Uncle Jef​fry spo​ke up aga​in, qu​i​et and calm. “Bles​sed be the prop​hets of this church,” he sa​id, his vo​ice soft. “Bles​sed be tho​se who ha​ve fol​lo​wed the​ir te​ac​hings. We ha​ve known this ti​me wo​uld co​me, our scrip​tu​res tell us with ab​so​lu​te cer​ta​inty. Sac​ri​fi​ce is re​qu​ired but we carry the le​gacy of Joseph Smith and the lost tri​be and now we will li​ve up to that le​gacy. Lind​say, my de​ar,” he sa​id to a wo​man El​li​ot co​uldn’t see, “will you bring the ma​te​ri​als? You know whe​re they are.”

    “Yes, Unc​le Jef​fry,” Lind​say sa​id, a yo​ung girl, may​be even still a child.

    “Thank you, Miss Tan​ner,” Jef​fry sa​id. “And now, Tra​vers, I want you to help her carry it and set up the ma​te​ri​als. Can you do that?”

    “Yes, Unc​le Jef​fry,” Tra​vers sa​id. Still El​li​ot co​uldn’t see the​se pe​op​le, for the pe​op​le of Na​hom had pres​sed back​wards and to​get​her whi​le Jef​fry spo​ke and El​li​ot’s vi​ew was even mo​re obst​ruc​ted. Eva​j​e​an sat, le​aning in​to him, un​mo​ving. They co​uld now he​ar shif​ting in the crowd as it ma​de way for Lind​say and Tra​vers.

    Presently, tho​se two re​tur​ned, Unc​le Jef​fry sa​ying, “Ah, now. Now we can be​gin,” and then the​re was the thump of so​met​hing he​avy be​ing set in the cen​ter of the circ​le. The pe​op​le bre​at​hed de​eply.

    “Lindsay, ple​ase,” Jef​fry sa​id, li​ke he was di​rec​ting her to sit down. Then El​li​ot he​ard a box open on tight hin​ges and Eva​j​e​an jum​ped in his arms. Wil​ling to risk no​ti​ce, she sa​id un​der her bre​ath, “This is bad. We ne​ed to get out of he​re. I don’t li​ke it.”

    He pus​hed his mo​uth clo​se un​til it was ne​arly to​uc​hing her ear. “First chan​ce we get,” he sa​id.

    And then a shoc​ked gasp rat​tled thro​ugh the crowd and from the cen​ter of the circ​le, whe​re Jef​fry, Lind​say, Tra​vers and unk​nown ot​hers we​re, ca​me the so​und of scuf​fling, fe​et sli​ding ra​pidly on dirt. “Extin​gu​ish that,” Unc​le Jef​fry sa​id and one of torc​hes ne​ar El​li​ot went out.

    “Lindsay’s sac​ri​fi​ce,” Jef​fry con​ti​nu​ed, “pa​ves the way for all of us. I say un​to you that this shall be our fi​nest day, for we are clo​se to the re​turn of the one mighty and strong. With her blo​od, Lind​say draws him to us and his co​ming is pre​fa​ced by the po​wer we ne​ed to di​sab​le the cur​rent thre​at. Qu​ickly now, whi​le the wo​und is fresh.”

    “Oh god,” Eva​j​e​an was sa​ying, her fa​ce firmly aga​inst his chest. “Oh god, oh god.”

    Elliot wasn’t su​re what was hap​pe​ning, didn’t want to be su​re what was hap​pe​ning, but he knew they ne​eded to mo​ve be​ca​use things had ta​ken a ter​rib​le turn and no mat​ter what hap​pe​ned now, he ne​eded to at le​ast try to get Eva​j​e​an to sa​fety.

    “Come on,” he sa​id, pul​ling her back​ward, ke​eping low to the gro​und. “Co​me on.” They both slid on the dirt, away from the circ​le, and no​ne of the towns​pe​op​le se​emed to no​ti​ce. El​li​ot pus​hed his way past legs and the pe​op​le mo​ved out of the way easily.

    They we​re ne​ar the rock wall when Jef​fry spo​ke aga​in. “The torc​hes,” he sa​id. “Bring them he​re.” The light in the ca​vern mo​ved and it be​ca​me dar​ker whe​re El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an we​re. Ta​king this as a bles​sing, he pus​hed back​wards fas​ter. If they co​uld ma​ke it to the ca​ve wall, they co​uld inch aro​und and per​haps find a way out. Go​ing back up the lad​der was cle​arly im​pos​sib​le, but this ca​ve might open out or jo​in anot​her cham​ber in which they co​uld hi​de.

    He was lo​oking over his sho​ul​der, pus​hing him​self along with his fe​et, and Eva​j​e​an did the sa​me, her back pres​sing in​to his sho​ul​der. At last El​li​ot felt hard sto​ne and ma​de the qu​ick de​ci​si​on to go right. “This way,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an, and lif​ted him​self to a cro​uch, scramb​ling as best he co​uld along the ca​ve’s wall. Eva​j​e​an fol​lo​wed, the two ba​rely ab​le to ma​ke eno​ugh out now that the crowd of pe​op​le was comp​le​tely bet​we​en them and the re​ma​ining torc​hes.

    They’d go​ne per​haps ten fe​et, wit​ho​ut fin​ding an ope​ning, when Eva​j​e​an cal​led out. Her cry was dan​ge​ro​usly lo​ud and El​li​ot im​me​di​ately hus​hed her, but then he saw had ca​used her to for​get ca​uti​on.

    The crowd had pus​hed even clo​ser to Jef​fry and the mid​dle of the circ​le (what was in that circ​le El​li​ot didn’t want to think abo​ut) but the​ir num​bers had swel​led. Every adult and every child El​li​ot co​uld see now had a com​pa​ni​on, a fi​gu​re stan​ding just be​hind and off to the si​de, hul​king and-he blin​ked-only ba​rely hu​man. The sha​pes we​re in​dis​tinct, blurry and trans​pa​rent, and the dark​ness of the ca​ve ma​de se​e​ing dif​fi​cult, but El​li​ot co​uld ma​ke out lar​ge he​ads and sho​ul​ders that slo​ped up​wards and out too far be​fo​re plun​ging down in​to arms fat and knobby. Co​lor was en​ti​rely was​hed out of the fi​gu​res, but El​li​ot knew this wasn’t a mat​ter of sha​dows from the torc​hes or even hyste​ria a ho​ur’s events. No, the​ir mo​dest com​pany had be​en jo​ined by things im​pos​sib​le to ima​gi​ne.

    “We ha​ve to go,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an, for​cing him​self to gi​ve up trying to comp​re​hend what he was se​e​ing. “Now.”

    And they rus​hed along the ca​ve wall, eating the dis​tan​ce, but still no es​ca​pe pre​sen​ted it​self. Is this it? El​li​ot ask him​self, very ne​ar pa​nic. Is the​re only this one ro​om? The​re can’t be. But of co​ur​se the​re co​uld be, as he re​ma​ined awa​re.

    “There,” Eva​j​e​an cal​led, her vo​ice still low but only ba​rely.

    “Where?”

    “There.” She po​in​ted and he co​uld see it now, a re​cess dark in sha​dow. On his hands and kne​es, El​li​ot das​hed to​wards it, Eva​j​e​an clo​se be​hind.

    Just as they re​ac​hed the pas​sa​ge​way-for it was an ope​ning that ran de​ep in​to the rock-Uncle Jef​fry’s vo​ice car​ri​ed over to them, bo​oming and harsh.

    “We are one!” he sho​uted. “After the​se long ye​ars, we are one!”

    And, sud​denly, they we​re. The new sha​pes, tho​se sha​dows of mons​ters, fol​ded in​to the pe​op​le of Na​hom, shrin​king in from the ed​ges and di​sap​pe​aring in​si​de. Many of the towns​folk we​re over​co​me by this, sha​king or fal​ling to the gro​und. El​li​ot didn’t want to stay to le​arn what hap​pe​ned next, so he pul​led Eva​j​e​an with him in​to the small pas​sa​ge and, when he was su​re she was sa​fely be​hind, sto​od as high as he co​uld ma​na​ge and ran.

    As they tur​ned left along a bend in the tun​nel, a crash and scre​ams ca​me from back in the cham​ber, and Unc​le Jef​fry cal​led out, “They are he​re! De​fe​at them, my prop​hets! De​fe​at them!” Then El​li​ot he​ard the bab​bling of the cra​zi​es and the so​unds of com​bat be​fo​re he and Eva​j​e​an tur​ned anot​her cor​ner and the rocks fully muf​fled the clam​ber. They we​re alo​ne in the now comp​le​te dark​ness.
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    The pas​sa​ge​way was nar​row, the walls jag​ged. El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an mo​ved slowly, El​li​ot in front, fe​eling with hands pres​sed out on op​po​si​te walls, he​ad low. The pa​ce was ter​rib​le on El​li​ot’s legs, his musc​les not used to this kind of work, and he knew they’d ha​ve to stop fre​qu​ently or the bur​ning in his legs wo​uld for​ce them to qu​it.

    For a whi​le, he’d an​xi​o​usly stra​ined his ears for so​me so​und from be​hind, an in​di​ca​ti​on that eit​her Jef​fy’s pe​op​le or the cra​zi​es had fo​und the ent​ran​ce to this si​de shaft and we​re af​ter them. But he co​uld only he​ar Eva​j​e​an’s bre​at​hing and his own. They’d ma​na​ged to es​ca​pe, tho​ugh whe​re to was an open qu​es​ti​on.

    The two had go​ne for so​me dis​tan​ce furt​her when, be​hind him and fa​int, Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “So​met​hing’s wrong.”

    “What?” El​li​ot sa​id, stop​ping. The tun​nel he​re was fo​ur fe​et from si​de to si​de and clo​se to fi​ve high. They’d just go​ne thro​ugh a nar​ro​wer stretch, ho​we​ver, and his chest felt tight from cla​ust​rop​ho​bic ner​vo​us​ness. “Are you hurt?”

    “I don’t think so.” He co​uldn’t see her but she was clo​se eno​ugh that he co​uld fe​el the elect​ric fuzz of pro​xi​mity. “I’m just…” she sa​id, pa​using to swal​low. “I’m dizzy.”

    “Do you want to stop? We can rest he​re. I don’t think an​yo​ne’s co​ming af​ter us.”

    “Yes,” she sa​id. “Thank you.”

    Elliot sat down and le​aned aga​inst the tun​nel wall. What ti​me was it? he won​de​red. How long had they be​en craw​ling thro​ugh the pas​sa​ge away from that ter​rib​le cham​ber? Twenty mi​nu​tes or a half an ho​ur was the best he co​uld fi​gu​re, but pa​nic had dri​ven him early on, so it was im​pos​sib​le to know. And then the​re was the nag​ging idea that this pas​sa​ge might go now​he​re, that he and Eva​j​e​an wo​uld die lost un​der the Ap​pa​lac​hi​ans.

    He sa​id to Eva​j​e​an, “You might just ne​ed wa​ter.”

    “I know,” she sa​id.

    “It’s be​en, I don’t know, a co​up​le ho​urs sin​ce eit​her of us drank anyt​hing and our bo​di​es ha​ve be​en pretty stres​sed.”

    “I know.”

    “Are you okay?”

    “No.” She bre​at​hed he​avily. “I fe​el sick. My he​ad fe​els hu​ge.”

    “You’re just thirsty.”

    “No,” she sa​id.

    “That’s what it is,” El​li​ot sa​id, be​ca​use he was thirsty, too. “Once we get out of he​re, we’ll find wa​ter.”

    Evajean gro​aned and sa​id, “Okay, ye​ah. Su​re.” She wasn’t pa​ying at​ten​ti​on to him.

    “You co​uld stay he​re,” El​li​ot of​fe​red, “and I can go on ahe​ad, see if the​re’s a way out.”

    “Okay,” she sa​id. Then, “No.”

    “No?”

    “You’ll get lost. You won’t be ab​le to co​me back and find me.”

    “I can-”

    “No,” she sa​id, “I’ll co​me with you. I’m okay, I’m just sick. It’s stress, li​ke you sa​id.” El​li​ot he​ard her push away from the wall and crawl in his di​rec​ti​on. “Let’s go.”

    They prog​res​sed a whi​le mo​re-slo​wer, tho​ugh, be​ca​use Eva​j​e​an was ha​ving an inc​re​asingly hard ti​me. She kept sa​ying “ow” un​der her bre​ath, li​ke a me​di​ta​ti​ve chant, and the so​und of it in re​pe​ti​ti​on ma​de El​li​ot fe​el de​eply stran​ge-stiff and ti​red, with the so​und of blo​od rus​hing in his ears, a kind of for​ced me​di​ta​ti​ve sta​te. He wan​ted out and co​uld only tell him​self that con​ti​nu​ing along the pas​sa​ge​way was the best way to do that. They su​re as hell co​uldn’t go back the way they’d co​me.

    He was very ne​ar to lo​sing it en​ti​rely when the tun​nel fi​nal​ly ope​ned out in​to anot​her lar​ge ro​om, ap​pa​rent only by a sud​den fresh​ness of the air and a loss of the fe​eling of pres​su​re from the clo​se sto​ne.

    “Hey,” El​li​ot cal​led back to Eva​j​e​an. “I think we’re okay. Can you smell that?”

    “It smells li​ke out​si​de,” she sa​id, her vo​ice less wil​ted than be​fo​re. “I wish we co​uld see.”

    “I’m go​ing to try to stay along the wall. See if the​re’s anot​her pas​sa​ge that’ll ta​ke us back to the sur​fa​ce.”

    “Good. I’ll rest, for just a mi​nu​te.”

    Elliot sto​od up and put his palm aga​inst the wall. If only they had a flash​light or a ligh​ter, anyt​hing to cast even the sligh​test il​lu​mi​na​ti​on, the ef​fort wo​uldn’t fe​el so dan​ge​ro​usly fu​ti​le. He’d se​en mo​vi​es abo​ut pe​op​le lost in ca​ves and they al​ways en​ded badly. He ma​de his way out and along the wall, ca​re​ful to mo​ve slow and fe​el in front of his fa​ce with his free hand. Wal​king in​to an over​hang or prot​ru​si​on wo​uld be a ter​rib​le cap to the day.

    “You still the​re?” he sa​id.

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “I’m he​re. But, El​li​ot? I re​al​ly fe​el sick. Do you want to-”

    “I’ll go just on​ce aro​und this, see what I can find. If the​re’s a way out li​ke I sa​id, we can get you up to the sur​fa​ce and get so​me wa​ter or so​me fo​od. You’ll fe​el bet​ter.”

    “Right,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Okay.”

    Elliot had go​ne a ways, he didn’t know how far, when two things hap​pe​ned. First, Eva​j​e​an be​gan mo​aning, very ne​ar scre​aming, and he ca​me away from the wall, run​ning to her wit​ho​ut thin​king. Se​cond, from be​hind him and to the right, low, yel​low light blin​ked fa​intly, on and then qu​ickly off. Kno​wing he sho​uldn’t, he ig​no​red it and stumb​led his way to Eva​j​e​an, his outst​retc​hed hand fin​ding her leg. “What’s wrong?” he sa​id, but she was kic​king and he had to back away. “Eva​j​e​an!”

    She mo​aned and then co​ug​hed. He wan​ted to grab her, to pull her clo​se and ma​ke this all stop, but she was tras​hing too hard and he co​uldn’t risk get​ting knoc​ked in​to so​met​hing hard and sharp. If that hap​pe​ned, they’d very li​kely both die in this ca​ve.

    “Evajean!” he sa​id aga​in, “What’s hap​pe​ning? What’s-” And then he he​ard it. He didn’t want to, ha​ting that he did, but the​re it was, sli​ding in​to her vo​ice as she cal​led out in pa​in. The gib​be​ring. The mumb​ling, bab​bling talk of the cra​zi​es. Of co​ur​se that’s what it was, be​ca​use he’d he​ard it so many ti​mes in the past, and the​re was no way now to re​j​ec​ted what he was ex​pe​ri​en​cing.

    Evajean was sick.

    He threw him​self down on her, pin​ning her twis​ting arms and legs. She was so small and she ga​ve up qu​ickly, her calls drop​ping to whis​pers, her body limp un​der his. And El​li​ot sta​yed the​re, unab​le to get up and ad​dress what had just oc​cur​red. Eva​j​e​an was it. The only thing left for him in this god​damn world. She wasn’t sick. Ne​it​her of them was sick. That sort of shit do​esn’t hap​pen, he wasn’t go​ing to let it hap​pen. Be​ca​use Unc​le Jef​fry and tho​se re​al crazy pe​op​le, tho​se fa​na​tics who’d do​ne this to him and to Eva​j​e​an, tho​se fun​da​men​ta​lists we​re all he​althy and fi​ne and the world just wasn’t an evil eno​ugh pla​ce to let them li​ve on whi​le Eva​j​e​an went mad.

    “It’s okay,” he sa​id, trying to calm her down, trying to get her to just stop. “You’re okay. Ple​ase. You’re okay.” He ran his hand ac​ross her ha​ir. He pul​led her up, ma​king her sit, but she wo​uldn’t stay and he lo​we​red her back to the flo​or. He co​uldn’t see her fa​ce. The now re​mem​be​red yel​low glow was go​ne. He wan​ted to see her fa​ce for ot​her signs of the mad​ness, be​ca​use it was pos​sib​le, just pos​sib​le…

    “Evajean,” he sa​id. “I want you to stand up.” He wa​ited, but she didn’t mo​ve her legs, only lay aga​inst him, twitc​hing and whis​pe​ring. “I’m go​ing to ha​ve to le​ave you he​re,” he went on. “I ha​ve to see whe​re that light ca​me from. It might be a way out.” He was tal​king to her calmly, me​asu​red and even. “Okay,” he sa​id. “Ple​ase just stay he​re.”

    Elliot let go of her and sto​od up. He didn’t know which di​rec​ti​on the light had co​me from, only that it was away from Eva​j​e​an. If it was from a si​de pas​sa​ge, he ought to be ab​le to find it by fe​eling along the wall as be​fo​re. He set out, ca​re​ful​ly, whi​le Eva​j​e​an mut​te​red qu​i​etly in ton​gu​es.
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    There was anot​her ope​ning, lar​ger than the one they’d co​me out of, that le​ad in​to a tun​nel big eno​ugh for El​li​ot to walk thro​ugh. The light hadn’t re​tur​ned by the ti​me he star​ted down the pas​sa​ge, so he aga​in felt along the walls with his hands, cro​uc​hing to pre​vent an im​pact with his he​ad. He co​uld still he​ar Eva​j​e​an be​hind him and the so​und was ter​rib​le, as bad as when he’d first he​ard Cal​lie or when he’d wo​ken up in the mid​dle of the night to the soft bab​bling of Cla​ri​ne. He wan​ted to run back to her, to ta​ke Eva​j​e​an and carry her away from this pla​ce-but he knew his body, al​re​ady ex​ha​us​ted, wo​uld gi​ve out un​der her we​ight and then he’d ne​ver find a way to ta​ke her to the sur​fa​ce and, so​me​how, ma​ke her well aga​in.

    The tun​nel to​ok a smo​oth cur​ve to the left and then be​gan to slo​pe up​wards. He re​ali​zed that he co​uld ac​tu​al​ly see: not​hing mo​re than a va​gue circ​le of grey that was the tun​nel’s open cen​ter stretc​hing away in front of him, but the light was the​re and get​ting stron​ger. And it wasn’t yel​low, which me​ant it co​uld be day​light.

    He mo​ved fas​ter now, mo​re su​re of his abi​lity to avo​id inj​ury, and so​on the tun​nel wi​de​ned even furt​her, be​co​ming a long ro​om twi​ce has tall as El​li​ot, and wi​de eno​ugh for two or three trucks to park easily. The light ca​me from a lar​ge crack run​ning along the ce​iling, the rock split by a lit​tle less than a fo​ot. Sun​light, fa​int and the co​lor of eve​ning, spil​led in and El​li​ot sho​uted and pum​ped his fist. They we​re clo​se. The sur​fa​ce was right the​re and that me​an the​re had to be a way to get to it. He co​uld help Eva​j​e​an.

    Elliot tur​ned aro​und and he​aded back in her di​rec​ti​on. “Eva​j​e​an!” he cal​led to her, “I fo​und it!” No res​pon​se ca​me, but he wasn’t ex​pec​ting one. Just so long as she he​ard him, so long as she knew he hadn’t left her.

    But she hadn’t he​ard him. The light di​ed out as he mo​ved furt​her back in the di​rec​ti​on of the se​cond cham​ber. So​on hew as for​ced to use his hands aga​in and drop his pa​ce, but he still sho​uted to Eva​j​e​an. Yet when he fi​nal​ly re​ac​hed the ro​om whe​re he’d left her, the so​und of bab​bling met him and his ent​hu​si​asm, un​til then fo​un​ded on sus​pen​si​on of this ter​rib​le know​led​ge, di​ed and he had to aga​in fa​ce the fact that Eva​j​e​an was sick with the sa​me pla​gue that had kil​led his wi​fe and child-as well as most of the rest of the world.

    “Evajean,” he sa​id. “I fo​und a way out.” He wal​ked ac​ross the cham​ber, fol​lo​wing the so​unds she ma​de. She hadn’t mo​ved in the ti​me he was go​ne, and was still la​ying whe​re he’d left her. As he got clo​se, she stop​ped tal​king and just lay still. El​li​ot sat down next to her and felt out, ta​king her hand.

    “I’m go​ing to try to carry you,” he sa​id. She sput​te​red so​met​hing, a whis​per, and he knew, even if he’d he​ard it, he wo​uldn’t ha​ve un​ders​to​od. “Is that okay? Can I carry you?”

    No in​tel​li​gib​le res​pon​se ca​me. You’re kid​ding yo​ur​self, El​li​ot tho​ught. She’s sick li​ke Cal​lie, sick li​ke Cla​ri​ne. She’ll die just li​ke they did, too. Sho​uld he kill her now? That’s what he wo​uld want if the pla​gue got him.

    Still hol​ding her hand, El​li​ot slid his ot​her arm un​der​ne​ath her chest and lif​ted her up to sit​ting. Her body was stiff and twitc​hing and he felt im​me​di​ately sick as it mo​ved aga​inst his. He co​uldn’t kill her, no mat​ter how bad it got. This wasn’t a mo​ral cho​ice but, rat​her, a re​cog​ni​ti​on of a lack of will on his part. No mat​ter how much it might be the right thing to do, the​re was no way El​li​ot co​uld ma​ke him​self kill Eva​j​e​an.

    That left him with only a sing​le op​ti​on: he had to get her out of he​re and find help. What that help wo​uld lo​ok li​ke he’d fi​gu​re out la​ter, af​ter they we​re sa​fely out of the​se god​damn ca​ves.

    “Right,” he sa​id. “Okay, it’s ti​me to do this.” He sto​od up, stra​ining with her we​ight, and ma​na​ged to get her stan​ding, too. He star​ted to drag her back​wards this way but stop​ped, re​ali​zing he wo​uldn’t be ab​le to find the ope​ning in the dark, not wit​ho​ut ha​ving one arm free to fe​el for it. Shif​ting Eva​j​e​an to mo​re to his si​de, he tri​ed hol​ding her with just a sing​le arm and fo​und he co​uld ba​rely ma​na​ge-tho​ugh he’d ha​ve to stop fre​qu​ently to rest the musc​les. This plan ten​ta​ti​vely in pla​ce, he set out aga​in ac​ross the ca​vern in what he gu​es​sed was the di​rec​ti​on of the pas​sa​ge.

    He even​tu​al​ly fo​und it and stop​ped at its mo​uth, sit​ting Eva​j​e​an aga​inst the rock. His back hurt and his legs pro​tes​ted this new ef​fort so so​on af​ter all that cro​uc​hed wal​king. But he only let him​self stay sta​ti​onary for a mi​nu​te and then he to​ok up his mumb​ling bur​den on​ce mo​re and wor​ked the two of them in​to the pas​sa​ge​way.

    Through no​ne of this did the yel​low light ap​pe​ar. May​be he’d ima​gi​ned it or may​be his eyes, unu​sed to stra​ining so long in dark​ness, tric​ked him. He knew the day​light in the se​cond ca​vern was re​al, ho​we​ver, and af​ter a suf​fe​ringly long ti​me in the tun​nel, he ex​pe​ri​en​ced its subt​le ri​se aga​in, the grey circ​le in front of him. Do this, El​li​ot, he tho​ught. You’re al​most the​re.

    They emer​ged out of the tun​nel and in​to the ro​om with the crack in the ce​iling. At the far end it nar​ro​wed aga​in and con​ti​nu​ed-to​wards the sur​fa​ce, he ho​ped.

    “This is it,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an. “See that? That’s sun​light. Or star​light, may​be. I don’t know what ti​me it is. But it’s light from out​si​de. You’ll be the​re so​on and then wha​te​ver this is, it’ll- You’ll be okay aga​in. You’ll be okay.”
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    He set her down. “I’m go​ing to see if the​re’s a way out up ahe​ad. That crack’s too high for clim​bing and I co​uldn’t carry you any​way. So you stay he​re and I’ll try to find a way to the sur​fa​ce.” She mumb​led and was limp. She didn’t ap​pe​ar to no​ti​ce anyt​hing he was do​ing.

    Elliot wal​ked away from her, to​wards the op​po​si​te end of the lit cham​ber. The slo​pe was mo​re pro​no​un​ced and he knew they had to be clo​se to the gro​und, be​ca​use it’d only be​en that one lat​ter length down to the first cham​ber. He didn’t re​mem​ber any fe​eling of des​cent as they’d go​ne thro​ugh the tun​nels. Twenty fe​et, he tho​ught. At most.

    “Evajean,” he sa​id, “I ne​ed to le​ave you for just a lit​tle bit. I want to see whe​re this tun​nel go​es. I think it may ta​ke us out.” He wa​ited, ho​ping, but she sa​id not​hing. She wasn’t bab​bling, tho​ugh, and he to​ok that as a go​od sign.

    The light was brigh​ter than it had ori​gi​nal​ly se​emed. The crack, which he sto​od lo​oking up at, was the width of his thigh in pla​ces and the light co​ming in had the sharp whi​te​ness of stars. Eve​ning, then. How long had they be​en down he​re? It had be​en af​ter​no​on when the fu​ne​ral star​ted. Too long, then. They both des​pe​ra​tely ne​eded wa​ter and, even​tu​al​ly, fo​od.

    And if they did get out​si​de, what then? That mass of cra​zi​es who’d co​me down the hill and sur​ro​un​ded the church we​re pro​bably still out the​re. It’s not light they’d just le​ave him and Eva​j​e​an alo​ne, let the two of them wan​der off ca​su​al​ly to the ro​ad af​ter first stop​ping at the small ho​use for the dog. Even if he co​uld get Eva​j​e​an to the sur​fa​ce, he co​uldn’t out​run the cra​zi​es whi​le car​rying her. That wo​uld just ha​ve to be so​met​hing he wo​uldn’t worry abo​ut now. One step at a ti​me.

    “Okay, Eva​j​e​an,” he sa​id. “I’ll be back so​on.”

    As the ca​vern nar​ro​wed at the far end and con​ti​nu​ed along the sa​me tun​nel, but now the ce​iling was clo​se eno​ugh that he had to cro​uch aga​in. He was star​ting to fe​el sick in his sto​mach and dizzy, too, and he knew it wasn’t just his body pro​tes​ting. No, things we​re go​ing wrong in his mind. Was this what it felt li​ke as the pla​gue set in? Cal​lie had be​en too yo​ung to dis​cuss it and Cla​ri​ne had go​ne so fast. What was it li​ke, to get that ter​mi​nal sick​ness? It wo​uldn’t be too bad, tho​ugh. Not re​al​ly. Tho​se three wo​men in his re​cent li​fe had be​en af​flic​ted, and his con​ti​nu​ed he​alth stung of un​fa​ir​ness. He co​uldn’t be the only one left, not when pe​op​le so much bet​ter than him has suc​cum​bed.

    Then he no​ti​ced the wo​od. Over​he​ad, just vi​sib​le in the last of the light from be​hind him, was a be​am of wo​od set in​to the ce​iling. It ran pa​ral​lel to the gro​und, a sup​port, and El​li​ot qu​ickly re​ali​zed that me​an pe​op​le had be​en down he​re. So clo​se to the sur​fa​ce, that li​kely me​ant a re​en​for​ced ent​ran​ce in​to the ca​ve system. Of co​ur​se, El​li​ot knew not​hing abo​ut ca​ves and the lit​tle know​led​ge he did ha​ve ca​me from Dis​co​very Chan​nel shows and hor​ror mo​vi​es. But it so​un​ded right and was an ex​cu​se to be ho​pe​ful.

    Elliot inc​hed along and the light grew. He was right abo​ut the wo​od, that qu​ickly be​ca​me cle​ar. He wal​ked past mo​re sup​ports and then a fra​me​work of wo​oden planks ver​ti​cal​ly sup​por​ting the​ir ho​ri​zon​tal breth​ren, li​ke the ste​re​oty​pi​cal mi​ne ent​ran​ce in a a wes​tern. And the star​light. The tun​nel was ligh​ter and then he co​uld see easily as he ap​pro​ac​hed a ho​le disp​la​ying the sil​ho​u​et​tes of tre​es.

    He ran to​wards them, not ex​ci​ted, not thril​led to be out ex​cept in so far as it me​ant pos​sibly get​ting Eva​j​e​an help. The we​ight of fu​ti​lity pres​sed down on his sho​ul​ders and in​to his sto​mach, and his run was mo​re of uti​lity than ela​ti​on. He ne​eded to be su​re the area was sa​fe, that it was suf​fi​ci​ently cle​ar of cra​zi​es and far eno​ugh away from Na​hom that he co​uld bring Eva​j​e​an out and not ha​ve to worry abo​ut im​me​di​ate pur​su​it.

    The ope​ning of the shaft was on the ed​ge of a ste​ep hill, a wo​oden struc​tu​re bu​ild out of the earth, with steps he​ading down the slo​pe. Be​low, El​li​ot co​uld see the ref​lec​ti​on of mo​on​light off a small cre​ek. He’d ha​ve to be ca​re​ful, wor​king his way down the steps, car​rying Eva​j​e​an. They might not be sturdy and the fall might well kill her. He star​ted slowly down, tes​ting each step with his right fo​ot, gra​du​al​ly wor​king up the pres​su​re un​til it was sup​por​ting his full we​ight. The bo​ards cre​aked and on​ce he he​ard a sharp snap, but no​ne ga​ve and so​on he was at the bot​tom, ba​lan​cing on moss slick rocks.

    The sta​irs we​re abo​ut as ste​ep as they co​uld be wit​ho​ut ne​eding to be​co​me a lad​der. The hil​lsi​de they we​re fas​te​ned to was patc​hed with oc​ca​si​onal grass but mostly it was dirt and rocks. Sli​ding down car​rying Eva​j​e​an wo​uld be im​pos​sib​le. He’d ha​ve to do the sta​irs or he​ad de​eper in​to the ca​ve in se​arch of anot​her exit.

    The go​od new, ho​we​ver, was that he didn’t on​ce he​ar the bab​bling of a crazy or the call of a town mem​ber. The wo​ods we​re, in fact, si​lent, wit​ho​ut the hum of in​sects he ex​pec​ted at this ti​me of night. What ti​me was it? he tho​ught. It co​uldn’t ha​ve go​ne pas​sed mid​night yet; they hadn’t be​en in the ca​ves that long. Still, the​re was no sun​set glow thro​ugh the tre​es. Which me​ant qu​ite a whi​le un​til day​light.

    He be​gan pic​king his way ca​re​ful​ly back up the steps, aga​in chec​king for gi​ve. But they ap​pe​ared to ha​ve set​tled du​ring his trip down and re​ma​ined strong thro​ug​ho​ut the as​sent. Back in the ca​ve ent​ran​ce, he lo​oked over his sho​ul​der, out at the night, and ha​uled in a lar​ge bre​ath. If she re​al​ly we​re as sick as she lo​oked, why was he go​ing back? Re​al​ly, what was the po​int? He’d ma​de it out and co​uld simply run, out of the ca​ve, down the hill, and then fol​low the stre​am un​til it le​ad him to… so​met​hing, so​me pla​ce that wasn’t Na​hom and wasn’t over​run by cra​zi​es. That was the sen​sib​le plan, not go​ing back for a wo​man who’d die any​way, might even be de​ad as he sto​od he​re. That was the sen​sib​le thing.

    Yet he co​uldn’t, not to Eva​j​e​an. The​re had to be a way to fix her.

    He tur​ned away from the mo​on and stars and he​aded de​eper in​to the ca​ve. When he was, by his gu​ess, half way back to the cham​ber, he cal​led out to Eva​j​e​an, tel​ling her it was okay, that he’d fo​und a way out. She didn’t res​pond, but he knew she wo​uldn’t.

    And then he was in the cham​ber, too surp​ri​sed to ta​ke anot​her blind step, sta​ring at a soft glow of light from so​met​hing in her hand, a light that il​lu​mi​na​ted Eva​j​e​an’s up​tur​ned fa​ce. He co​uldn’t see what she was hol​ding, and wasn’t lo​oking for it any​way, be​ca​use he co​uld only watch in ama​ze​ment as she tur​ned her eyes to him and sa​id, “Elli​ot, you’re back. Lo​ok at what I’ve fo​und.”
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    They clim​bed the rest of the way and sto​od at the top of the hill, the​ir legs and hands co​ve​red in mud and moss. The tre​es we​re den​se he​re, the un​derg​rowth thick, and with only the star​light, they we​ren’t ab​le to see down the ot​her si​de.

    “Where do you want to go?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Where?”

    “Pick a di​rec​ti​on. You fo​und the town from the car. May​be you’re lucky.”

    She la​ug​hed. “Lucky,” she sa​id.

    “No, I me​an it,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Pick a di​rec​ti​on.”

    Evajean shrug​ged. “Down. We’ll go down to the bot​tom of the hill and see if we can see anyt​hing. Re​al​ly, tho​ugh, we might ha​ve to wa​it un​til mor​ning.”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id, “we might.” And he star​ted down the hill, glad to be put​ting its bulk bet​we​en them and the ca​ve. This way was easi​er. The​re we​re tre​es to grab on​to as they qu​ickly slid down and the slo​pe didn’t fe​el as ste​ep. Eva​j​e​an’s sug​ges​ted “down” tur​ned out to be carry its own le​vel of luck, be​ca​use the gro​und le​ve​led out in​to a hard path, li​ke the one El​li​ot had fol​lo​wed be​fo​re fin​ding the symbols on the tre​es. It wasn’t qu​ite as wi​de and lac​ked the de​ep whe​el marks, but had cle​arly se​en a lot of use.

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “I think next we’re go​ing to fol​low this. And we sho​uld fol​low it that way.” She po​in​ted and El​li​ot fi​gu​red it didn’t mat​ter, sin​ce he didn’t know whe​re north was or the ro​ad or anyt​hing el​se they might want to even​tu​al​ly ar​ri​ve at. They wal​ked, enj​oying the re​la​ti​ve fe​eling of com​fort and sa​fety.

    “How are you fe​eling?” El​li​ot as​ked af​ter they go​ne a qu​ar​ter of a mi​le.

    “Better. Drin​king that wa​ter hel​ped. As long as it didn’t ha​ve stuff in it. They al​ways say you’re not sup​po​sed to drink from la​kes and things.”

    “It’s sa​fe, I’m su​re. Sa​fer than not drin​king, any​way. I’m glad it hel​ped.”

    “Where do you think this go​es?”

    “No idea,” he sa​id. “The last one I was on con​nec​ted up to the ro​ad. May​be this one do​es, too.”

    “I ho​pe so.”

    “Me, too.”

    “And Ho​pe, too,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “The dog?”

    “We co​uld still find him. He might he​ar us. Dogs he​ar re​al​ly well and the​se wo​ods are qu​i​et.”

    “Too qu​i​et?” El​li​ot sa​id, smi​ling.

    “Knock it off,” she sa​id and punc​hed softly on the sho​ul​der.

    “I’ll ke​ep my ears open,” El​li​ot sa​id. “In ca​se the dog is out the​re.”

    “Thank you.”

    But he didn’t he​ar anyt​hing, not as the track went up over a shal​low hill and then to​ok a wi​de cur​ve to the right. He did, ho​we​ver, smell so​met​hing: a smoky we​ight in the air li​ke fa​int bur​ning le​aves. He didn’t re​mem​ber he​aring abo​ut fi​res in the mo​un​ta​ins, not on the lo​cal news in Char​lot​tes​vil​le, but it was fall. The tre​es had drop​ped the​ir dri​ed le​aves and all it to​ok was a spark. Eva​j​e​an smel​led it too. “That’s ni​ce,” she sa​id. “I’ve al​ways li​ked that smell.” And then they both re​tur​ned to the​ir ha​bit of qu​i​et.

    Elliot was abo​ut to stri​ke up anot​her ro​und of small talk to ward off the pres​sing dark​ness when he saw a glow thro​ugh the tre​es in front of them.

    “What is that?” he sa​id.

    “I don’t know.” Eva​j​e​an star​ted run​ning ahe​ad and El​li​ot cal​led out to her, tel​ling her to slow down. She didn’t, tho​ugh, and he jog​ged to catch up. The path had be​en slo​ping gra​du​al​ly up for a lit​tle whi​le and sud​denly the hill cres​ted. They both stop​ped, sta​ring.

    Below them, the town of Na​hom bur​ned.

    Three ho​uses we​re on fi​re and El​li​ot co​uld see the​ir lit​tle cot​ta​ge was among them. But tho​se we​re small bla​zes, only cor​ners lit or patc​hes of ro​ofs in fla​mes. The bulk of the light ca​me from the church. Fi​re en​gul​fed the bu​il​ding so comp​le​tely that El​li​ot co​uld only see its dark sil​ho​u​et​te thro​ugh the oran​ge and yel​low. The area aro​und the church was empty. No​ne of Na​hom’s ci​ti​zens had ma​de it out-tho​ugh they might ha​ve es​ca​ped in​to the de​eper ca​ves. Mo​re en​co​ura​ging, for him and Eva​j​e​an, the​re we​ren’t any cra​zi​es, eit​her. The town was empty and, ex​cept for the fi​re, qu​i​et.

    “Jesus,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. Then, “The dog! Ho​pe, he’s down the​re, still in the ho​use.” And she ran down the hill, El​li​ot aga​in fol​lo​wing and aga​in cal​ling out to her to wa​it and think abo​ut what she was do​ing. The re​sults we​re the sa​me.

    As he ap​pro​ac​hed the bot​tom, the he​at from the church be​ca​me un​com​for​tab​le. Eva​j​e​an was still ahe​ad of him, run​ning to the ho​use. He ca​ught up with her as she was pul​ling open the ga​te. “Wa​it!” he sa​id, “We ha​ve to be ca​re​ful.”

    “Hope’s in the​re,” she sa​id and then was down the short path and at the front do​or. El​li​ot lo​oked aro​und, des​pe​ra​tely trying to catch any sign of cra​zi​es or ci​ti​zens. They’d ma​de the​ir es​ca​pe on​ce and the chan​ces of be​ing ab​le to pull it off aga​in we​re neg​li​gib​le.

    The fi​re was spre​ading. Mo​re of the bu​il​dings smol​de​red now and the smo​ke from the church had tur​ned thick and black. Still the​re we​re no sho​uts, no signs of li​fe. Whe​re had they all go​ne? He co​uld un​ders​tand the ab​sen​ce of towns​folk: they we​re still trap​ped un​der the church or in the ca​ves. But the cra​zi​es had swar​med in fan​tas​tic num​ber, had sur​ro​un​ded the church and, it had so​un​ded li​ke ear​li​er, bro​ken in​si​de. Not all of them co​uld ha​ve fit, co​uld they? Had they bur​ned? That his and Eva​j​e​an’s pri​mary thre​at in es​ca​ping the wo​ods was go​ne se​emed too much to ho​pe for. No, the cra​zi​es must ha​ve fled back in​to the mo​un​ta​ins when the fi​re star​ted-and we​re wa​iting the​re now, per​haps even watc​hing the two of them from the co​ver of the tre​es.

    He star​ted to call her na​me aga​in but stop​ped when he he​ard the sharp bark. She was stan​ding in the do​or​way, Ho​pe kic​king in her arms. “Help me, El​li​ot,” she sho​uted. “He won’t set​tle down.” He ca​me over, to​ok off his jac​ket, and wrap​ped the ani​mal tightly.

    “There,” he sa​id, “that’ll ke​ep it from jum​ping out, at le​ast un​til we get away from all this.”
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    They clim​bed the rest of the way and sto​od at the top of the hill, the​ir legs and hands co​ve​red in mud and moss. The tre​es we​re den​se he​re, the un​derg​rowth thick, and with only the star​light, they we​ren’t ab​le to see down the ot​her si​de.

    “Where do you want to go?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Where?”

    “Pick a di​rec​ti​on. You fo​und the town from the car. May​be you’re lucky.”

    She la​ug​hed. “Lucky,” she sa​id.

    “No, I me​an it,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Pick a di​rec​ti​on.”

    Evajean shrug​ged. “Down. We’ll go down to the bot​tom of the hill and see if we can see anyt​hing. Re​al​ly, tho​ugh, we might ha​ve to wa​it un​til mor​ning.”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id, “we might.” And he star​ted down the hill, glad to be put​ting its bulk bet​we​en them and the ca​ve. This way was easi​er. The​re we​re tre​es to grab on​to as they qu​ickly slid down and the slo​pe didn’t fe​el as ste​ep. Eva​j​e​an’s sug​ges​ted “down” tur​ned out to be carry its own le​vel of luck, be​ca​use the gro​und le​ve​led out in​to a hard path, li​ke the one El​li​ot had fol​lo​wed be​fo​re fin​ding the symbols on the tre​es. It wasn’t qu​ite as wi​de and lac​ked the de​ep whe​el marks, but had cle​arly se​en a lot of use.

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “I think next we’re go​ing to fol​low this. And we sho​uld fol​low it that way.” She po​in​ted and El​li​ot fi​gu​red it didn’t mat​ter, sin​ce he didn’t know whe​re north was or the ro​ad or anyt​hing el​se they might want to even​tu​al​ly ar​ri​ve at. They wal​ked, enj​oying the re​la​ti​ve fe​eling of com​fort and sa​fety.

    “How are you fe​eling?” El​li​ot as​ked af​ter they go​ne a qu​ar​ter of a mi​le.

    “Better. Drin​king that wa​ter hel​ped. As long as it didn’t ha​ve stuff in it. They al​ways say you’re not sup​po​sed to drink from la​kes and things.”

    “It’s sa​fe, I’m su​re. Sa​fer than not drin​king, any​way. I’m glad it hel​ped.”

    “Where do you think this go​es?”

    “No idea,” he sa​id. “The last one I was on con​nec​ted up to the ro​ad. May​be this one do​es, too.”

    “I ho​pe so.”

    “Me, too.”

    “And Ho​pe, too,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “The dog?”

    “We co​uld still find him. He might he​ar us. Dogs he​ar re​al​ly well and the​se wo​ods are qu​i​et.”

    “Too qu​i​et?” El​li​ot sa​id, smi​ling.

    “Knock it off,” she sa​id and punc​hed softly on the sho​ul​der.

    “I’ll ke​ep my ears open,” El​li​ot sa​id. “In ca​se the dog is out the​re.”

    “Thank you.”

    But he didn’t he​ar anyt​hing, not as the track went up over a shal​low hill and then to​ok a wi​de cur​ve to the right. He did, ho​we​ver, smell so​met​hing: a smoky we​ight in the air li​ke fa​int bur​ning le​aves. He didn’t re​mem​ber he​aring abo​ut fi​res in the mo​un​ta​ins, not on the lo​cal news in Char​lot​tes​vil​le, but it was fall. The tre​es had drop​ped the​ir dri​ed le​aves and all it to​ok was a spark. Eva​j​e​an smel​led it too. “That’s ni​ce,” she sa​id. “I’ve al​ways li​ked that smell.” And then they both re​tur​ned to the​ir ha​bit of qu​i​et.

    Elliot was abo​ut to stri​ke up anot​her ro​und of small talk to ward off the pres​sing dark​ness when he saw a glow thro​ugh the tre​es in front of them.

    “What is that?” he sa​id.

    “I don’t know.” Eva​j​e​an star​ted run​ning ahe​ad and El​li​ot cal​led out to her, tel​ling her to slow down. She didn’t, tho​ugh, and he jog​ged to catch up. The path had be​en slo​ping gra​du​al​ly up for a lit​tle whi​le and sud​denly the hill cres​ted. They both stop​ped, sta​ring.

    Below them, the town of Na​hom bur​ned.

    Three ho​uses we​re on fi​re and El​li​ot co​uld see the​ir lit​tle cot​ta​ge was among them. But tho​se we​re small bla​zes, only cor​ners lit or patc​hes of ro​ofs in fla​mes. The bulk of the light ca​me from the church. Fi​re en​gul​fed the bu​il​ding so comp​le​tely that El​li​ot co​uld only see its dark sil​ho​u​et​te thro​ugh the oran​ge and yel​low. The area aro​und the church was empty. No​ne of Na​hom’s ci​ti​zens had ma​de it out-tho​ugh they might ha​ve es​ca​ped in​to the de​eper ca​ves. Mo​re en​co​ura​ging, for him and Eva​j​e​an, the​re we​ren’t any cra​zi​es, eit​her. The town was empty and, ex​cept for the fi​re, qu​i​et.

    “Jesus,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. Then, “The dog! Ho​pe, he’s down the​re, still in the ho​use.” And she ran down the hill, El​li​ot aga​in fol​lo​wing and aga​in cal​ling out to her to wa​it and think abo​ut what she was do​ing. The re​sults we​re the sa​me.

    As he ap​pro​ac​hed the bot​tom, the he​at from the church be​ca​me un​com​for​tab​le. Eva​j​e​an was still ahe​ad of him, run​ning to the ho​use. He ca​ught up with her as she was pul​ling open the ga​te. “Wa​it!” he sa​id, “We ha​ve to be ca​re​ful.”

    “Hope’s in the​re,” she sa​id and then was down the short path and at the front do​or. El​li​ot lo​oked aro​und, des​pe​ra​tely trying to catch any sign of cra​zi​es or ci​ti​zens. They’d ma​de the​ir es​ca​pe on​ce and the chan​ces of be​ing ab​le to pull it off aga​in we​re neg​li​gib​le.

    The fi​re was spre​ading. Mo​re of the bu​il​dings smol​de​red now and the smo​ke from the church had tur​ned thick and black. Still the​re we​re no sho​uts, no signs of li​fe. Whe​re had they all go​ne? He co​uld un​ders​tand the ab​sen​ce of towns​folk: they we​re still trap​ped un​der the church or in the ca​ves. But the cra​zi​es had swar​med in fan​tas​tic num​ber, had sur​ro​un​ded the church and, it had so​un​ded li​ke ear​li​er, bro​ken in​si​de. Not all of them co​uld ha​ve fit, co​uld they? Had they bur​ned? That his and Eva​j​e​an’s pri​mary thre​at in es​ca​ping the wo​ods was go​ne se​emed too much to ho​pe for. No, the cra​zi​es must ha​ve fled back in​to the mo​un​ta​ins when the fi​re star​ted-and we​re wa​iting the​re now, per​haps even watc​hing the two of them from the co​ver of the tre​es.

    He star​ted to call her na​me aga​in but stop​ped when he he​ard the sharp bark. She was stan​ding in the do​or​way, Ho​pe kic​king in her arms. “Help me, El​li​ot,” she sho​uted. “He won’t set​tle down.” He ca​me over, to​ok off his jac​ket, and wrap​ped the ani​mal tightly.

    “There,” he sa​id, “that’ll ke​ep it from jum​ping out, at le​ast un​til we get away from all this.”
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    “Him.” When El​li​ot lo​oked at her, she ad​ded, “Ho​pe’s a him.”

    “Right,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    They we​re ac​ross the lawn and at the cot​ta​ge’s front ga​te, El​li​ot in front and Eva​j​e​an wrest​ling with the dog as she ca​me up be​hind, when two things hap​pe​ned.

    The first was that Eva​j​e​an, her vo​ice tremb​ling, sa​id, “Elli​ot, so​met​hing’s wrong.”

    He spun, ter​ri​fi​ed, kno​wing she was sick aga​in, that this bri​ef ti​me now pas​sed had only be​en a res​pi​te, and now she was sick aga​in and wo​uld stay that way.

    She was sit​ting down, ca​re​ful​ly to ke​ep her​self from fal​ling, and he cro​uc​hed next to her, hands on her sho​ul​ders. The dog bar​ked, the so​und muf​fled by the jac​ket. El​li​ot sta​red in​to her eyes, lo​oking for the that lost sta​re or the sha​king, any sign that the worst had aga​in oc​cur​red.

    “No,” she sa​id, he​ad han​ging down, chin ne​ar her chest, “no, this isn’t right. El​li​ot, it’s not right.” Then her he​ad ca​me up and her ga​ze was blank, comp​le​tely empty of re​cog​ni​ti​on or awa​re​ness, and she sa​id to the sky just abo​ve El​li​ot’s he​ad, vo​ice ste​ady, “This is how it be​gins.”

    That was when the se​cond event ca​me, ne​arly as ter​rib​le as the first. From be​hind the ho​use, lo​ud eno​ugh to se​ep thro​ugh the crack​le of the fla​mes, ca​me the so​und of bab​bling, of gib​be​ring, of the cra​zi​es re​tur​ned.

    Elliot grab​bed Eva​j​e​an, pul​ling her up to stan​ding, and the dog fell away, clim​bing out of the jac​ket af​ter it thum​ped to the gro​und. The dog wo​uld ha​ve to fol​low them, El​li​ot tho​ught, as he hef​ted Eva​j​e​an over his sho​ul​der and ran.

    Behind him, the cra​zi​es ca​me aro​und the si​des of the ho​use, and an un​cont​rol​led glan​ce over his sho​ul​der sho​wed the wo​man in red at the fo​re with do​zens in sup​port.

    Elliot ran un​til the we​ight was too much and the smo​ke blo​wing from the church sap​ped even his sud​den ad​re​na​lin sur​ge. Then he fell, Eva​j​e​an tumb​ling to the grass, and the dog jum​ped over his fo​ot, bar​king fran​ti​cal​ly. Eva​j​e​an be​gan kic​king aga​in, her up​per body cur​led tightly. El​li​ot, pa​nic​ked, tur​ned away from Eva​j​e​an and to​ward the on​rus​hing hor​de, watc​hing with comp​le​te help​les​sness as the cra​zi​es clo​sed on the two of them.

    But then they stop​ped. The wo​man in red, at the front of the pack, flinc​hed away when she got to wit​hin a few yards. The rest pi​led up be​hind her, swar​ming out and aro​und El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an along an in​vi​sib​le pe​ri​me​ter. El​li​ot re​ali​zed he was scre​aming.

    “Elliot?” He tur​ned. Eva​j​e​an was sit​ting up, trying to push her​self to her fe​et. Over​co​me, he co​uld only watch. She ma​na​ged to get all the way up, tho​ugh still uns​te​ady, and then she stif​fe​ned. “Elli​ot!” she sa​id aga​in, this ti​me shrill and con​cer​ned.

    “Evajean,” he sa​id back to her, but it wasn’t even a whis​per, but just a mo​ut​hing of the words. He co​uldn’t bre​at​he for the pres​su​re in his chest.

    Then the calm ca​me upon her. Her body re​la​xed and she lo​oked down at him. “I un​ders​tand now,” she sa​id. “We are only at the be​gin​ning and I as​su​re you it will not end he​re.”

    “What?” he sa​id, shoc​ked back in​to vo​cal ca​pa​bi​lity. “Eva​j​e​an…”

    She wal​ked to the ed​ge of the circ​le to stand fa​ce to fa​ce with the wo​man in red. El​li​ot watc​hed as she le​aned for​ward and to​ok the wo​man’s hand. The crazy tri​ed to pull away but co​uldn’t-Eva​j​e​an’s strength was ab​so​lu​te. “We ha​ve a long ro​ad ahe​ad of us,” Eva​j​e​an told her, “and ob​li​ga​ti​ons to ful​fill. You will aban​don this way​po​int. Now.”

    The wo​man in red shri​eked. She cla​wed at her fa​ce, te​aring de​ep li​nes in her che​eks. Eva​j​e​an to​ok a few steps back​wards to stand next to El​li​ot. She lo​oked down at the dog and smi​led. Then she tur​ned her fa​ce to the sky and ra​ised her arms over her he​ad. In her right hand she held the gol​den cu​be they’d fo​und in the ca​ve.

    It be​gan to glow, that sa​me yel​low light El​li​ot had se​en in the ca​ves ra​di​ating out. The il​lu​mi​na​ti​on hit the pe​ri​me​ter thro​ugh which the cra​zi​es co​uldn’t pass and spre​ad out, li​ke syrup dum​ped in​to a glass. Ho​pe was bar​king and El​li​ot, wit​ho​ut be​ing cons​ci​o​us of the act, re​ac​hed over and pul​led the dog clo​se. It nuz​zled its he​ad in​to his chest as he con​ti​nu​ed to sta​re up at Eva​j​e​an.

    The light had spre​ad as far aro​und them as it co​uld and be​gan to climb skyward, cre​ating a pil​lar of yel​low thro​ugh which he co​uld still ma​ke out the forms of the cra​zi​es. The wo​man in red was te​aring at her​self and sha​king and the ot​her cra​zi​es con​vul​sed wit​ho​ut fal​ling.

    Then the​re was a hum​ming, al​most sin​ging, and El​li​ot lo​oked up to see the gol​den cu​be open, spre​ading out to an arc of fan​ned pa​ges. Eva​j​e​an ga​zed at it with a con​tent exp​res​si​on, then lo​we​red it un​til it was in front of her fa​ce. “Be​a​uti​ful,” she sa​id. “Li​ke it sho​uld be.”

    And the light rup​tu​red its bo​unds and rip​ped thro​ugh the crowd sur​ro​un​ding them. The cra​zi​es bent or tumb​led as it pas​sed, li​ke they’d be​en hit low by so​met​hing he​avy. And from each one, just as he’d se​en in the ca​ve when Unc​le Jef​fry and his flock had do​ne the​ir sac​ri​fi​ce, so​me thing ca​me out of them, shif​ted out of them, so that a sha​dow fi​gu​re was next to each crazy, bent or pro​ne as well. The fi​gu​res fa​ded wit​hin se​conds of the light’s pas​sing, spre​ading out and gro​wing less den​se, li​ke smo​ke. The cra​zi​es di​ed then wit​ho​ut so​und or sign of pa​in. They simp​le col​lap​sed to the gro​und and sta​yed the​re.

    The wo​man in red was the last to go. As the light mo​ved thro​ugh her, she stop​ped her mad te​aring and lo​oked back at Eva​j​e​an, fe​ar and de​fe​at in fa​ce. Her mo​uth ope​ned and she sa​id so​met​hing El​li​ot co​uldn’t he​ar. Abo​ve him, Eva​j​e​an res​pon​ded, “I know. I’m sorry.” And the wo​man fell, her body empty.

    The light dis​si​pa​ted, and the dog whi​ned de​ep in its thro​at. The gol​den cu​be lan​ded on the grass next to El​li​ot and then fell af​ter it, her legs crump​led up un​der​ne​ath her, her he​ad bum​ping his sho​ul​der. He grab​bed her, pul​led her in​to his arms. Eva​j​e​an sig​hed and her eyes slid clo​sed.
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    The two of them didn’t talk as they exp​lo​red the town. Ho​pe bo​un​ced along be​hind whi​le El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an lo​oked for anyt​hing that might help them get the​ir stal​led jo​ur​ney go​ing aga​in. A mo​de​ra​te ra​in had kic​ked up, ex​tin​gu​is​hing most of the fi​res be​yond the still ra​ging church. El​li​ot al​so had a hunch-one he didn’t tell Eva​j​e​an abo​ut-that the for​ce that had kil​led the cra​zi​es had al​so snuf​fed out much of the fla​mes.

    Evajean had even​tu​al​ly co​me to with El​li​ot still sit​ting in the mid​dle of a vast circ​le of bo​di​es, ra​di​ating out tho​ugh the who​le of Na​hom. She’d blin​ked at him, co​ug​hed a few ti​mes, and as​ked what hap​pe​ned, shock over​co​ming her as she no​ti​ced the wrec​ka​ge of cra​zi​es. He com​for​ted her as best he co​uld but his ca​re​ful re​co​un​ting of the events over the pri​or mi​nu​tes pus​hed Eva​j​e​an to​ward hyste​ria. Even​tu​al​ly she told him to stop, that she had the gist of it and didn’t ne​ed to know the de​ta​ils, not now.

    At the pre​sent, ho​we​ver, pic​king the​ir way over bo​di​es that thin​ned out as they got furt​her from the epi​cen​ter of… wha​te​ver it was that had hap​pe​ned, they each fo​cu​sed on this new se​arch, hun​ting for op​ti​ons to pre​vent ha​ving to walk all the way to Co​lo​ra​do. Na​hom had sup​pli​es: can​ned go​ods, to​ols, and guns. But wit​ho​ut so​met​hing to carry it all in, they’d only be ab​le to ta​ke a mi​ni​mum, per​haps not eno​ugh to ma​ke it out of the mo​un​ta​ins-or even just back to the ro​ad.

    Evajean in​sis​ted they split up to ma​ke bet​ter ti​me. El​li​ot was aga​inst the idea ini​ti​al​ly but when he re​ali​zed the se​pa​ra​ti​on was only to al​low her ti​me to col​lect her​self, he went along with it. She to​ok Ho​pe and he​aded aro​und to the bu​il​dings on the op​po​si​te si​de of the church from whe​re they’d spent most of the​ir ti​me.

    As he wan​de​red thro​ugh anot​her ho​use, this one slightly lar​ger than the cot​ta​ge they’d sta​yed in, he fi​nal​ly al​lo​wed him​self the op​por​tu​nity to go over everyt​hing that had hap​pe​ned sin​ce the cra​zi​es had first co​me down the hill to in​ter​rupt the fu​ne​ral. It’s still Eva​j​e​an, he told him​self. Wha​te​ver all the rest of that was, it’s still her. But he wasn’t so su​re and that ma​de him qu​e​asy. She’d be​en sick-not for long, true, but the​re was no do​ubt it had be​en the sa​me sick​ness that’d cla​imed so many. And then she’d fo​und the box, or the box had fo​und her.

    That was all se​con​dary, ho​we​ver. The disp​lay in the circ​le, her stran​ge words and the sud​den de​ath of all tho​se cra​zi​es; tho​se ima​ges kept dri​ving thro​ugh his mind. He re​cal​led the lo​ok of calm po​wer on her fa​ce as she’d gi​ven her spe​ech to the wo​man in red, and the po​wer that’d co​me from the box as she held it high.

    Her words.

    He co​uldn’t even re​mem​ber all of them now. They we​re lost in the ter​ror of that mo​ment. But he had he​ard her call this the way​po​int-she’d told the cra​zi​es to le​ave it-and that word, when exa​mi​ned in the light of this se​ri​es of co​in​ci​den​ces, con​su​med his fo​cus.

    Elliot pus​hed bags of flo​ur and corn​me​al aro​und in a ca​bi​net, but he wasn’t pa​ying at​ten​ti​on to them. His mind was gat​he​ring and sif​ting.

    The only two pe​op​le left in what felt li​ke a very lar​ge chunk of Vir​gi​nia hap​pe​ned to be ac​ross the stre​et from each ot​her. They hap​pe​ned to be run off the ro​ad, se​pa​ra​ted, and yet each fo​und the sa​me mo​un​ta​in town, a town so small and iso​la​ted it might not be on any but the most de​ta​iled maps. And that town was full of li​ving, bre​at​hing, unin​fec​ted pe​op​le who had so​me​how ma​na​ged to find El​li​ot when he’d be​en so​me dis​tan​ce away, a cap​ti​ve of the cra​zi​es.

    It was all so much. How had he and Eva​j​e​an fo​und Na​hom? Was Na​hom the way​po​int Eva​j​e​an had spo​ken of? The way​po​int of what?

    Elliot wis​hed for a mo​ment that he’d be​en mo​re in​to that cons​pi​racy the​ory stuff, pi​ecing to​get​her exp​la​na​ti​ons comp​ri​sed of ali​en ab​duc​ti​ons, Ma​sons, rep​ti​li​an ro​yal fa​mi​li​es, and Sci​en​to​lo​gists. If his mind had mo​re ex​pe​ri​en​ce do​ing that kind of thing-fin​ding hid​den con​nec​ti​ons-he might be ab​le to sol​ve this. But the simp​le fact was that it overw​hel​med him, the dis​pa​ra​te facts and si​tu​ati​ons blur​red in his tho​ughts by the emo​ti​ons-lo​ve, loss, ter​ror-they we​re cons​tantly buf​fe​ted by. You’re not smart eno​ugh, he tho​ught. Cla​ri​ne co​uld ha​ve do​ne it, she had that kind of qu​ick mind, but you’re just not smart eno​ugh to for​ce the frag​ments in​to a who​le.

    The tro​ub​le was, be​ca​use he co​uldn’t fi​gu​re it out, El​li​ot was star​ting to dist​rust her. She’d told the folks of Na​hom he was out the​re, sent them out to find him. She’d spent ho​urs with them be​fo​re he ar​ri​ved, ho​urs she might used to plan. Was it all, then, just a show for his be​ne​fit? Had she ar​ran​ged this? That was crazy, he knew, but the tho​ughts wo​uldn’t go away.

    She was cal​ling from out​si​de, sho​uting to him. “Elli​ot!” he he​ard from so​me dis​tan​ce. He put down the can of pe​ars he be​en tur​ning ab​sently in his hand and ca​me out on​to the porch. She ran to​ward him, wa​ving her arms. She was smi​ling tho​ugh, even la​ug​hing, so he wa​ited for her to co​me to him.

    “Elliot,” she sa​id when she was clo​se eno​ugh to not ha​ve to sho​ut, “you’re not go​ing- It’s- God, El​li​ot, they ha​ve a truck! I fo​und a truck!” She was pan​ting, grin​ning, and her fa​ce flus​hed. “It works,” she con​ti​nu​ed, slightly cal​med down, “and the​re’s gas. The​re we​re keys in it and I tri​ed and it wor​ked!”

    The dog bo​un​ded clum​sily to her si​de, out of bre​ath, its ton​gue flop​ping out the si​de of its mo​uth. “But how are we-” he star​ted, but she cut him off, wa​ving her hands in ex​ci​te​ment.

    “That’s the best part. The​re’s a ro​ad. Right back the​re. It’s wi​de eno​ugh for the truck and I bet that’s what it’s for be​ca​use the​re are tre​ad marks. I think we can get out of he​re!”

    The dog bar​ked and hap​pily at​tac​ked her fo​ot. Eva​j​e​an gig​gled.
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    She was right. The truck, an an​ci​ent ve​hic​le rub​bed cle​an of pa​int, li​ke a dust bowl re​lic too far east, was tuc​ked in​to a wo​oden shack too small for anyt​hing el​se. A wo​oden do​or on me​tal sli​des had be​en pus​hed asi​de a co​up​le of fe​et by Eva​j​e​an, and they both had to put the​ir full we​ight in​to it to get it the rest of the way.

    The truck had a wo​oden hold bol​ted to the flat​bed, lar​ge eno​ugh to ha​ul ne​arly all the sup​pli​es they’d ne​ed. El​li​ot who​oped when he saw it, po​un​ding his fist aga​inst the barn’s wall in ex​ci​te​ment. They co​uld get out of he​re, qu​ickly and easily, and with everyt​hing it’d ta​ke to ma​ke it to Co​lo​ra​do. So long as the​re we​re gas sta​ti​ons or aban​do​ned cars, the​ir trip west wo​uld be an easy one.

    Like it star​ted out as? his bra​in tri​ed to re​mind him, but he pus​hed that asi​de.

    They spent un​til mor​ning lo​ading the truck, ta​king fo​od and jugs of wa​ter, guns and bul​lets. They’d de​fend them​sel​ves this ti​me, from wha​te​ver the wes​tern ro​ad might hold. The sun was over the hills when El​li​ot sat down in the dri​ver’s se​at and Eva​j​e​an clim​bed in on the ot​her si​de, hol​ding the dog and still smi​ling. She’s using this, he tho​ught. She’s using this ter​ri​fic flash of luck to not ha​ve to de​al with what had hap​pe​ned in the small ho​urs of the night. But they’d ha​ve to de​al with it, ha​ve to talk it thro​ugh on​ce Na​hom had drop​ped far be​hind. Be​ca​use that just wasn’t the kind of thing you can ag​ree to just ig​no​re. Not in a world as mad as this one. He’d let her do it for now, ho​we​ver. He co​uldn’t see the po​int of do​ing ot​her​wi​se.

    True to her word, the truck star​ted wit​ho​ut is​sue, the en​gi​ne lo​ud and he​avy, but smo​oth eno​ugh to pre​vent worry. They pul​led out of the barn and to​ok the wi​de dirt ro​ad as it cur​ved out of town, fol​lo​wing a gent​le as​sent ang​led along the slo​pe to the west of Na​hom. Af​ter a mi​le or so, it jo​ined with a pa​ved ro​ad, ba​rely a sing​le la​ne in each di​rec​ti​on, and then on to the high​way. As so​on as they hit that, El​li​ot’s bre​at​hing be​ca​me easi​er. That ha​ted pla​ce was so far be​hind now and they we​re sa​fe from wha​te​ver had be​en left in the bur​ning church or the ca​ves and tun​nels un​der​ne​ath. Eva​j​e​an had fal​len as​le​ep, the dog as well, and he dro​ve in com​for​tab​le si​len​ce. The truck didn’t ha​ve a ra​dio, but he didn’t mind. It was eno​ugh to lis​ten to the wind and watch the mo​un​ta​ins go by.

    It’d had a full tank when they left and the​re we​re a few lar​ge cans of ext​ra ga​so​li​ne in the barn. The​se they’d lo​aded in​to the back of the truck, tuc​ked in ne​ar the cen​ter of the sup​pli​es to ke​ep from ban​ging aro​und. It was mo​re than eno​ugh to get them thro​ugh un​til eve​ning and then, on​ce they’d had a full night of rest, they’d worry abo​ut fin​ding mo​re.

    Small talk was all they ma​na​ged for the next ten ho​urs, El​li​ot dri​ving and Eva​j​e​an pla​ying with the dog or lo​oking out the win​dow. He wan​ted to know mo​re abo​ut what had hap​pe​ned to her back in Na​hom, but she wasn’t re​ady. She didn’t tell him that, but he was awa​re of it, no​net​he​less.

    The day’s dri​ve to​ok them out of the mo​un​ta​ins along I-64, thro​ugh West Vir​gi​nia, and in​to Ken​tucky. They wo​uld’ve ma​de Lo​u​is​vil​le, ex​cept that the truck co​uldn’t do much over fifty wit​ho​ut star​ting to sha​ke. El​li​ot ke​ep it at forty-fi​ve to be sa​fe. They saw ot​her cars oc​ca​si​onal​ly-not very many, ho​we​ver. But the stran​ge thing, which Eva​j​e​an po​in​ted out mo​re than on​ce, was that the​re just we​ren’t any pe​op​le. Every car they pas​sed was in the ro​ad or along its si​de, empty, do​ors so​me​ti​mes open, but of​ten not, win​dows oc​ca​si​onal​ly bro​ken but mostly who​le. It was li​ke ever​yo​ne had just got out and go​ne so​mew​he​re, not se​e​ing the ne​ed for trans​por​ta​ti​on any​mo​re.

    “Where do you think they went?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked, af​ter they’d eaten a lunch of can​ned me​at and gre​en be​ans pul​led from the​ir sto​res in the back of the truck. “They’re just go​ne.”

    Elliot, physi​cal​ly ti​red but still on a men​tal high from the pre​vi​o​us night, rol​led down his win​dows anot​her few inc​hes. “Co​uld be anyw​he​re,” he sa​id.

    “No. I me​an, whe​re’d they all go? The​re’s a lot of pe​op​le in the Uni​ted Sta​tes, El​li​ot. Li​ke three-hund​red mil​li​on. And a lot of cars, too. And they’re just not he​re. When pe​op​le got sick, back in Char​lot​tes​vil​le, when they got sick they di​ed. This didn’t va​nish. Why aren’t the​re bo​di​es?”

    “I’m glad the​re aren’t,” he sa​id.

    “I am, too. I me​an, god, can you ima​gi​ne? If this who​le high​way was fil​led with them? I don’t know if I co​uld do it, if I co​uld ma​ke this dri​ve.”

    “If I co​uld ma​ke this dri​ve…” he sa​id, and she la​ug​hed.

    “You tho​ught a truck this old was go​ing to be an auto​ma​tic?” she sa​id. Then she drif​ted back to her ori​gi​nal li​ne of tho​ught. “I gu​ess what I me​an, El​li​ot, is, do you think they went so​mew​he​re?”

    “Instead of dying?”

    “Yes.”

    “Like the cra​zi​es,” he sa​id.

    “Yes.”

    “Where co​uld they ha​ve go​ne?”

    “I don’t know,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “That’d be a hu​ge crowd. To just up and le​ave.”

    Of co​ur​se, he tho​ught abo​ut this whi​le they’d dri​ven. Whe​ne​ver his mind wasn’t tumb​ling thro​ugh Eva​j​e​an’s be​ha​vi​or and the de​ath of the cra​zi​es, the ne​ar comp​le​te emp​ti​ness of the world was what it oc​cu​pi​ed it​self with. If all the pe​op​le who hadn’t di​ed had go​ne crazy and if the cra​zi​es had an ins​tinc​tu​al gro​uping be​ha​vi​or, li​ke a scho​ol of fish or a pack of ani​mals, then they co​uld be anyw​he​re. Three-hund​red mil​li​on was a lot, su​re, but you can re​al​ly pack them in if ne​ed be. Ever​yo​ne co​uld be stan​ding in a hu​ge clump in Ok​la​ho​ma.

    But that just bro​ught up the next qu​es​ti​on. If he ac​cep​ted that most pe​op​le hadn’t in fact di​ed, but ins​te​ad be​co​me li​ke the cra​zi​es who’d at​tac​ked Na​hom, why hadn’t it hap​pe​ned to ever​yo​ne? And why, with the ex​cep​ti​on of the lo​ne wo​man in the Wal-Mart, had no​body go​ne crazy in Char​lot​tes​vil​le? Why was Cla​ri​ne de​ad ins​te​ad of li​ke the wo​man in red?

    “Is it the ho​le?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “Is what the ho​le?” El​li​ot sa​id, his at​ten​ti​on only now re​tur​ning from his own tho​ughts.

    “Where they went. All of them. Do you think when they to​ok pe​op​le to the ho​le, to​ok the bo​di​es, they did it be​ca​use that’s whe​re they we​re go​ing any​way? The ones that didn’t die?”

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id, “Eva​j​e​an, I re​al​ly don’t.”

    “I’m sorry,” she sa​id.

    “No.” He lo​oked over at her. “No, that’s not what I me​ant. It’s only that it’s be​en a mess the​se last days and I’m ti​red. Ex​ha​us​ted. You know when the last ti​me we slept was?”

    She tho​ught abo​ut it. “Thirty ho​urs ago? So​met​hing li​ke that.” She yaw​ned, li​ke the qu​es​ti​on had re​min​ded her of her own we​ari​ness. “We co​uld pull over, get so​me sle​ep.”

    “I can go a ways be​fo​re that,” he sa​id. “Dri​ving is ac​tu​al​ly ni​ce. I’m not be​ing cha​sed.”

    She smi​led. “Ye​ah, that is so​met​hing.”

    And so he dro​ve. Anot​her two ho​urs, ho​we​ver, and his eyes we​re too he​avy to ma​na​ge, his con​cent​ra​ti​on drif​ting. He told Eva​j​e​an it was ti​me and she was mo​re than happy to call it qu​its for the day. A full night’s sle​ep, far from the hor​rors of Na​hom, was the most en​ti​cing thing El​li​ot co​uld ima​gi​ne now. And he was so bo​ne ti​red, he’d sle​ep wit​ho​ut dre​ams, tur​ning his mind off from the rush of qu​es​ti​ons that’d pla​gu​ed it all day.

    He to​ok the next exit off the high​way that pro​mi​sed lod​ging. Right next to the in​ters​ta​te was a Su​per 8 mo​tel, and he pul​led the truck in​to the par​king lot, stop​ping in front of the ma​in of​fi​ce. “If the​re aren’t any keys,” he sa​id, “we’ll just bre​ak the win​dow.” Eva​j​e​an nod​ded.

    But the​re we​re keys. The of​fi​ce was empty, but cle​an and or​derly. Whe​re​ver the na​ti​on’s po​pu​la​ti​on had go​ne, they hadn’t se​en the ne​ed to stop at a mo​tel along the way. Be​hind the lar​ge desk was a bank of keys. Only a few of the slots we​re va​cant. Grab​bing one on the first flo​or, El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an left the of​fi​ce.

    Hope bar​ked at them from the truck’s cab, but they left him in​si​de un​til they’d pic​ked thro​ugh the​ir sup​pli​es and cho​sen a din​ner of can​ned be​ats, tu​na fish, and a brick of hard ched​dar. Then, the dog in tow, they ope​ned the do​or to 112 and went in​si​de.

    The ro​om, li​ke the of​fi​ce, was cle​an. The only sign of pri​or oc​cu​pancy was the com​for​ter on the bed, which had be​en pus​hed down li​ke so​me​one had kic​ked it away upon wa​king up.

    “That’s cre​epy,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Elliot flip​ped the light switch but the ro​om sta​yed dark. “Elect​ri​city’s out.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. She pul​led the cur​ta​ins wi​de, let​ting in what re​ma​ined of the day’s light. “I’m go​ing to ta​ke Ho​pe out,” she sa​id.

    “Be ca​re​ful.”

    While she was go​ne, El​li​ot ope​ned the cans and spo​oned out por​ti​ons on a set of pla​tes they’d ta​ken from one of the ho​mes in Na​hom. He cut the che​ese in​to sli​ces and ar​ra​yed them next to the tu​na fish and be​ets.

    When Eva​j​e​an ca​me back, they ate, enj​oying the me​al mo​re for the pe​ace​ful qu​i​et of the sur​ro​un​dings than for the tas​te of the pre​ser​ved fo​od.
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    The dog had a can of tu​na fish as well, and enj​oyed it im​men​sely.

    After they’d eaten and pre​pa​red for bed as best they co​uld-Eva​j​e​an comp​la​ining abo​ut the lack of run​ning wa​ter-they each to​ok one of the two twins, craw​led un​der the co​vers aga​inst the Sep​tem​ber chill, and tri​ed to go to sle​ep.

    But it didn’t hap​pen, not im​me​di​ately. El​li​ot’s mind just co​uldn’t shut down. It kept ra​cing aro​und what’d hap​pe​ned in the early ho​urs of the mor​ning, the dis​p​lay Eva​j​e​an had put on in the circ​le.

    “You’re thin​king abo​ut it,” she sa​id, start​ling him.

    “Yeah.” His sta​red at the ce​iling. “I am.” He didn’t think he was tos​sing or ma​king any no​ise, but he apo​lo​gi​zed any​way. “I’m sorry, am I ke​eping you up?”

    “Oh, no,” she sa​id. “No, it’s not you. It’s just, I can’t sle​ep eit​her. Be​ca​use I’m thin​king abo​ut it, too.”

    “You don’t re​mem​ber it.”

    “No,” she sa​id, “I don’t. But I know what you told me and the​re’s this fe​eling in the back of my he​ad, li​ke I co​uld re​mem​ber if I re​al​ly wan​ted to. Thing is, I don’t. What you told me is eno​ugh. It’s plenty. Re​mem​be​ring it, if what you sa​id is true-and I be​li​eve you, it’s not that-but if what you told me is true, it’d all be too much, you know?”

    “Yes,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    He he​ard her roll over. The dog jum​ped off her bed then im​me​di​ately back on.

    “But I want to know if it’s go​ing to hap​pen aga​in,” she sa​id.

    Elliot was qu​i​et.

    “I want to know if I’m go​ing to go crazy and hurt so​me​one. Hurt you.”

    “I won’t let you,” he sa​id.

    “Go crazy?”

    “That, or hurt an​yo​ne. I won’t let it hap​pen.”

    “You co​uldn’t stop it be​fo​re,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “When I kil​led all tho​se pe​op​le.”

    Elliot rol​led on​to his si​de to fa​ce her bed. He still co​uldn’t see her well in the dark, just a sha​pe, but he knew she was lo​oking at him, too. “We don’t know what hap​pe​ned, back the​re. You might not ha​ve kil​led them. We don’t know. It co​uld’ve be​en that thing. The box.”

    Evajean had ta​ken it when them, in the poc​ket of her jac​ket. El​li​ot didn’t know whe​re it was now but he bet it was still clo​se by.

    He he​ard her sigh. “Elli​ot, I’m just sca​red. That’s all. I’m sca​red. It’s li​ke things aren’t the way they’re sup​po​sed to be.” He star​ted to res​pond but she cut him off. “I’m not tal​king abo​ut ever​yo​ne be​ing de​ad, be​ing go​ne. What I me​an is the​re’s things hap​pe​ning that don’t ma​ke any sen​se. Li​ke what we saw in the ca​ve, tho​se sha​pes aro​und Jef​fry and ever​yo​ne el​se. And what you say hap​pe​ned af​ter we es​ca​ped. It’s not na​tu​ral, El​li​ot. It’s not what we know how to, I gu​ess, how to ma​ke sen​se of.”

    “I know,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “What do you think it is?” she as​ked.

    “I’ve be​en trying to fi​gu​re that out. And I don’t ha​ve any ans​wers, not even go​od gu​es​ses. But I ha​ve qu​es​ti​ons and I’ve be​en thin​king, if we ha​ve eno​ugh qu​es​ti​ons and they’re all re​la​ted, they’re all go​od qu​es​ti​ons, then may​be they’ll fit to​get​her and we’ll ha​ve to get so​me ans​wers. It’s kind of li​ke how you can sol​ve a cros​sword by se​e​ing how all the blanks li​ne up.”

    “Have you sol​ved any of it?”

    “No. But the​re’s- I don’t know if this ma​kes any sen​se, but the​re’s so​met​hing it’s li​ke I’m fe​eling aro​und the ed​ges of. I can’t see it and can’t see all the ed​ges, but it’s the​re. I know it’s the​re. That’s what I’ve be​en thin​king abo​ut. What I tho​ught abo​ut a who​le lot to​day.”

    “What is it?”

    Elliot pus​hed him​self up and sat aga​inst the he​ad​bo​ard. It was odd tal​king li​ke this, wit​ho​ut a light, wit​ho​ut be​ing ab​le to see each ot​her, but the​re wasn’t anyt​hing he co​uld do abo​ut it.

    “Remember when I told you you sa​id so​met​hing abo​ut a way​po​int?” he sa​id. “When you we​re tal​king to the cra​zi​es?”

    “I don’t know. I think so.”

    “Well, that’s what re​al​ly got me thin​king. Be​ca​use it se​ems li​ke we’ve run in​to too many co​in​ci​den​ces. Too many ti​mes whe​re not​hing sho​uld ha​ve hap​pe​ned, but it did. Li​ke us be​ing ac​ross the stre​et from each ot​her. How much of Char​lot​tes​vil​le did we dri​ve thro​ugh? How much had we each se​en be​fo​re we even met, when you ca​me over for the ste​ak?”

    “A lot, I sup​po​se.”

    “A lot. Right. Not most of it, but a go​od por​ti​on. And the​re was no one el​se, Eva​j​e​an. No​body. We we​re it. Which is fi​ne. In and of it​self, it’s fi​ne, be​ca​use if the sick​ness kil​led al​most every​body, that still me​ans it didn’t kill so​me​body. But the thing is, why did two lucky so​me​bo​di​es ha​ve to li​ve right ac​ross the stre​et from each ot​her?”

    “I don’t know.” She so​un​ded ti​red, but El​li​ot was ex​ci​ted now and so kept go​ing.

    “I don’t know, eit​her. But the chan​ces aren’t go​od. And it do​esn’t end the​re. We fo​und each ot​her, su​re, and then we fo​und that crazy in Wal-Mart. She’s exp​la​inab​le be​ca​use she was loc​ked in the​re and we didn’t check ot​her ho​uses, ot​her bu​il​dings, so the​re might’ve be​en mo​re pe​op​le li​ke her. What re​al​ly gets me, tho​ugh, is the kid in the ro​ad. The one we al​most hit and then went down the hill. Be​ca​use it was hit​ting him that wrec​ked the truck and that’s what got us to Na​hom. What you cal​led the ‘way​po​int.’ Think abo​ut it, Eva​j​e​an. How big are the Ap​pa​lac​hi​an mo​un​ta​ins in Vir​gi​nia. Big. And a town of a hund​red pe​op​le? Stuck so​mew​he​re in all that fo​rest? Re​al​ly, what are the chan​ce’s we’d find that? That we’d wreck the truck clo​se eno​ugh to it that we both fo​und it?”

    “It’s not li​kely, El​li​ot.” Her vo​ice was still sle​epy. “What I don’t get…” She tra​iled off, qu​ite for a mo​ment, then she ca​me back. “It’s just, all the stuff that hap​pe​ned to me the​re-to us the​re-is so, I don’t know, crazy, and what’s the po​int of wor​rying abo​ut the town? We fo​und it. I want to know what hap​pe​ned the​re.”

    “Evajean, it’s all re​la​ted,” El​li​ot sa​id. “I think the​re’s so​met​hing go​ing on and I think we’re part of it. You’re part of it for su​re be​ca​use of what hap​pe​ned and be​ca​use of that box, but I’m in it, too. You know what I think? What I re​al​ly think? I think we we​re me​ant to find Na​hom.”

    “Elliot-”

    “No- No, he​ar me out. You sa​id it yo​ur​self, in that circ​le. You sa​id they ne​ed to le​ave this way​po​int. Way​po​ints, Eva​j​e​an, they’re plan​ned. It’s not li​ke you wan​der aro​und for a whi​le, when you’re out hi​king, and you don’t know whe​re you’re go​ing, and then you stop and say, ‘Hey, he​re’s the way​po​int.’ No, you ma​ke no​te of yo​ur way​po​ints be​fo​re you he​ad out. I think our trip was plan​ned and I think Na​hom was part of it.”

    “Who plan​ned it?” she as​ked, but her vo​ice was fa​int and El​li​ot knew she was drif​ting off, that she wasn’t pa​ying all that much at​ten​ti​on any​mo​re.

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “That’s the thing I’m fe​eling aro​und the ed​ges of. If I co​uld fi​gu​re that out, if I knew who plan​ned it, then I bet we’d ha​ve all the ans​wers we ne​ed. Not just abo​ut why we en​ded up in Na​hom or why us two ne​igh​bors sur​vi​ved when ever​yo​ne el​se di​ed. We’d know all of it. And-and this is just a gu​ess but all of this is just gu​es​ses, any​way-I’d be wil​ling to bet everyt​hing I ha​ve, everyt​hing in that truck out the​re, that when we do find it out, the ho​le will be part of it.”

    Evajean co​ug​hed softly and rol​led over. She’d fal​len as​le​ep. El​li​ot lay awa​ke for anot​her ho​ur, mul​ling the tho​ughts over and fa​iling to ma​ke any mo​re sen​se of it.

    When he wo​ke up, it was still dark. But not en​ti​rely. From out​si​de, thro​ugh the clo​sed cur​ta​ins, dim lights mo​ved.

    Elliot jum​ped up and sho​ok Eva​j​e​an. The dog bar​ked on​ce and stretc​hed. “Eva​j​e​an. Wa​ke up. I think so​me​one’s out​si​de.”

    “Wha-” She blin​ked ra​pidly.

    “There’s so​me​one out the​re. Lo​ok.”

    Then she did co​me awa​ke. “What is that?” she as​ked, her vo​ice ten​se.

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “Stay he​re.” He crept aro​und the bed and over to the win​dows. Sta​ying low, he pe​aked out over the sill. Pe​op​le we​re gat​he​red out​si​de, so​me with flash​lights, and the​se ca​used the shif​ting il​lu​mi​na​ti​on on the cur​ta​ins. He co​uldn’t tell how many they we​re but the crowd was at le​ast thirty strong. They sto​od in wi​de arc ac​ross the par​king lot, fa​cing in at the ho​tel ro​om. And from the way they sta​red for​ward and how the​ir mo​uths mo​ved as the flash​lights they wa​ved pas​sed ac​ross the​ir fa​ces, he knew they we​re the cra​zi​es.

    “Shit,” he sa​id and sat down, his back aga​inst the thin strip of wall un​der the win​dow.

    “Who’s out the​re?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “It’s them,” he sa​id. “They fo​und us.”

    “Who? Jef​fry?”

    “No. Not Jef​fry. It’s the cra​zi​es.”

    The light thro​ugh the cur​ta​ins was bright eno​ugh that he was ab​le to see her sit up stra​ight and pull the blan​kets clo​se.

    “How’d they find us?” she sa​id. Her vo​ice was tight, a whis​per. “Is it the sa​me ones? From back-”

    “I don’t think so. It’s dark, but I didn’t re​cog​ni​ze any. But they’re the cra​zi​es, I’m su​re of that.”

    “What are we go​ing to do? Are they by the truck?”

    Elliot lo​oked out aga​in. “Kind of,” he sa​id. “They’re sur​ro​un​ding us and they’re clo​se eno​ugh to the truck.”

    “We’re trap​ped.”

    “Maybe,” he sa​id, wor​king his way back over to​ward the beds. “But what are they wa​iting for? They’re just stan​ding out the​re.”

    “They’re not trying to get in?”

    “They’re just stan​ding the​re. Lo​oking at our ro​om.”

    “I don’t un​ders​tand,” she sa​id.
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    “Did we bring the guns in?”

    “No,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “We left them in the truck?”

    “I think so.”

    “God dam​mit!” He pul​led open the lit​tle ca​bi​net bu​ilt in​to the nights​tand, the do​ors smac​king aga​inst the bed fra​mes, and felt aro​und in​si​de. All he got was a bib​le and a plas​ticky fol​der, pro​bably of lo​cal ads and emer​gency con​tact num​bers. El​li​ot sto​od up.

    “What are you lo​oking for?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked, still sit​ting with the blan​ket held held up by her neck.

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “So​met​hing.”

    “What?”

    “Something. Eva​j​e​an, we’re go​ing to ha​ve to fight. They’re not go​ing to le​ave us alo​ne.”

    “I ha​ve the box,” she sa​id.

    He stop​ped, and tur​ned back to lo​ok at her. He co​uldn’t see her fa​ce, not even in the cra​zi​es’ lights, but he knew if he co​uld, she’d lo​ok sick and wor​ri​ed. It was in her vo​ice.

    “I co​uld use it,” she sa​id.

    “Do you know how?”

    There was a mo​ment of si​len​ce and then she sa​id, “No.”

    “Then we can’t use it.”

    “I didn’t know how be​fo​re. Back in Na​hom, I didn’t know how to use it then.”

    “Can you do it aga​in?”

    She put down the blan​ket and twis​ted, drop​ping her fe​et to the gro​und. “I don’t know.”

    “Okay,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Okay, then we can’t co​unt on it. You can try, but we ha​ve to ha​ve anot​her way, too. Is the​re a win​dow back the​re? In the bath​ro​om? We co​uld climb out.”

    He jog​ged aro​und the fo​ot of the bed and in​to the tiny bath​ro​om. With his body in the do​or​way, ho​we​ver, the light from the cra​zi​es was bloc​ked en​ti​rely and he co​uldn’t see any mo​re than va​gue sha​pes. He duc​ked down, trying to let so​me of it in, trying to let it ref​lect off glass.

    It did. Over the sink, to the left of the mir​ror and ne​arly six fe​et up the wall was a small win​dow, a fo​ot and a half squ​are. He felt along it for bars and fo​und no​ne, just two wo​oden strips, per​pen​di​cu​lar, di​vi​ding it in​to qu​ar​ters.

    “They’re not do​ing anyt​hing,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, and he tur​ned back to see her out of bed and cro​uc​hed on the flo​or be​low the ro​om’s front win​dow. She had her arms out, el​bows on the sill, chin on her hands.

    “Evajean, get down,” he sa​id, and she lo​we​red her​self to the car​pet, let​ting the cur​ta​ins fall clo​sed. “The​re’s anot​her win​dow back he​re,” he con​ti​nu​ed.

    “Can we get out?”

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. Then, “I don’t think so. I think it’s too small.”

    “For you? Or too small for me, too?”

    “Both,” he sa​id. “For me, de​fi​ni​tely. For you, I don’t know. May​be.”

    She ca​me to him, sta​ying low and when she was in the bath​ro​om he gu​ided her to the win​dow. She me​asu​red it with her hands and sa​id, “I can try. I think I might fit.”

    “And then what? When you get out?”

    She sta​red at him. “I ha​ve no idea,” she sa​id.

    They he​ard the dog yawn from the bed and El​li​ot le​aned aga​inst the sink. “We might ha​ve to use the box,” he sa​id.

    “But-”

    “What el​se can we do, Eva​j​e​an? I don’t think they’re go​ing to le​ave.”

    “They might.”

    He left that unc​hal​len​ged.

    “They’re not co​ming in,” she sa​id. “They’re just stan​ding the​re. May​be they’ll go away when it gets light out.”

    Elliot didn’t think the chan​ce of that we​re go​od. The cra​zi​es had be​en stub​born in the​ir pur​su​it of him be​fo​re and the​re wasn’t any re​ason for them to chan​ge now. Yes, the wo​man in red didn’t ap​pe​ar to be le​ading them this ti​me, but cra​zi​es we​re cra​zi​es. Sit​ting aro​und in the ho​tel ro​om, ho​ping they’d get bo​ard and wan​der off, wasn’t a plan he was wil​ling to risk.

    “Try the box,” he sa​id. “Go out ne​ar the win​dow, hold it up li​ke be​fo​re, and, I gu​ess, con​cent​ra​te. You did it on​ce. Con​cent​ra​te on ma​king them le​ave or kil​ling them.”

    Evajean went back in​to the ma​in ro​om. El​li​ot sta​yed in the bath​ro​om, watc​hing her from the do​or​way. She pic​ked up her jac​ket from the flo​or and pul​led the gol​den box out of the poc​ket. The box ref​lec​ted the light from the cra​zi​es, glints flas​hing on Eva​j​e​an’s fa​ce. She tur​ned it over in her hands, sta​ring at it. He wan​ted to tell her to do so​met​hing now, to hold it up and just try, be​ca​use that was all the​re was left for them to do. But he didn’t. He co​uldn’t for​ce her.

    Slowly, li​ke it was a bow​ling ball and not a tiny me​tal box, Eva​j​e​an bro​ught the box up un​til it was over her he​ad and her arms we​re stra​ight. It se​emed to ab​sorb the light now and glo​wed with a fa​int yel​low aura. Eva​j​e​an sto​od li​ke that for a mi​nu​te be​fo​re her hands and the box star​ted to sha​ke, then sway, and then fall to her si​des, the ar​ti​fact clutc​hed in her left palm.

    “I can’t,” she sa​id, still lo​oking to​ward the ro​om’s front win​dow. “The​re’s not​hing the​re. It’s just a box.”

    “It’s okay,” he sa​id, but it wasn’t. Eva​j​e​an co​uld squ​irm thro​ugh the win​dow and, if she didn’t ma​ke eno​ugh do​ing it and if the cra​zi​es we​ren’t watc​hing the back of the ho​tel, she’d ma​na​ge to get away. But then whe​re wo​uld she go? And what wo​uld he do?

    Evajean was back at the win​dow, stan​ding this ti​me, le​aning thro​ugh the split in the cur​ta​ins. El​li​ot was ta​king a step to​ward her, re​ady to sho​ut at her to get down, when she sa​id, “I think we can ma​ke it.”

    He stop​ped. “Ma​ke it whe​re?”

    “To the truck,” she sa​id. “If we run. We didn’t lock it. We co​uld jump in and lock the do​ors and then run them over if we ne​ed to.”

    “Your se​ri​o​us.”

    “I think we can. It’s not very far. I me​an, it’s right the​re, El​li​ot. Se​ven fe​et away. Eight, may​be. And they’re-”

    “Farther than that,” he sa​id. It ma​de sen​se. And it be​at sit​ting in the ro​om, wa​iting for the cra​zi​es to ma​ke the first mo​ve. “Okay. I’ll get the dog. We get dres​sed, put the box in yo​ur jac​ket, and we le​ave everyt​hing el​se. If we’re go​ing to do it, we can’t be slo​wed down with our hands full of stuff.”

    “I re​al​ly think we can, El​li​ot.”

    “I know,” he sa​id. “Let’s do it, then.”

    He pul​led on his je​ans, socks, and bo​ots. Eva​j​e​an had only her sho​es to put back on. That do​ne, El​li​ot pic​ked up Ho​pe. He kic​ked, but El​li​ot only adj​us​ted his grip tigh​ter un​til he qu​it.

    They sto​od by the ro​om’s do​or, El​li​ot with one hand on the knob, the ot​her on the latch for the de​ad​bolt. “Re​ady?” he sa​id.

    Evajean ex​ha​led. “Yes.”

    “Okay,” he sa​id. “When I open this do​or, run. Go stra​ight to the pas​sen​ger si​de and get in. Lock yo​ur do​or.”

    She nod​ded.

    “Good,” El​li​ot sa​id. “I’m go​ing to open it now.” He tur​ned the de​ad​bolt. The lock slid easily, clic​king open. He pul​led in a lar​ge bre​ath and let it out. This is it, he tho​ught. You’re go​ing to do this and it’s go​ing to work. “Okay,” he whis​pe​red to him​self. “Okay.”

    And twis​ted the knob.
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    He swung the do​or open, jum​ping out of its way, and then was run​ning. He co​uld he​ar Eva​j​e​an be​hind him, her sne​akers slap​ping the conc​re​te. The truck was right the​re, par​ked just to the left of the​ir ro​om, bet​we​en the whi​te li​nes. But the cra​zi​es we​re right the​re as well and, as so​on as the ho​tel ro​om do​or ope​ned and the light from the flash​lights swept ac​ross El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an’s fa​ces, they ca​me for​ward, stumb​ling over each ot​her, re​ac​hing out-and bab​bling in the​ir odd lan​gu​age, the no​ise in de​afe​ning la​yers.

    Evajean got to her si​de as he was still ro​un​ding the front of the truck. She yan​ked at the do​or and then scre​amed at him. “It’s loc​ked!” She pul​led har​der, roc​king for​ward and back, and El​li​ot co​uld only ig​no​re her, co​uld only fo​cus on get​ting to his si​de, get​ting in​to the truck.

    His do​or was open. The latch ga​ve a ter​ri​fic pop as he pul​led the hand​le and then he was in​si​de, yan​king the do​or shut, drop​ping Ho​pe and le​asing ac​ross the cab to pull at the lock on Eva​j​e​an’s si​de. His fin​gers slip​ped on the me​tal stud, ho​we​ver, and thro​ugh the win​dow, be​hind her, he co​uld see the cra​zi​es ap​pro​ac​hing, not mo​re than ten fe​et-three or fo​ur pa​ces-away. He felt sick and his he​ad hum​med and, so​mew​he​re be​ne​ath his fe​et, Ho​pe how​led.

    No, he tho​ught. No, this isn’t how it’s sup​po​sed to be. He fo​cu​sed. And, just as the first crazy-a fat man in his for​ti​es, dis​he​ve​led ha​ir held in ran​dom spi​kes by the rem​nants of styling gel-re​ac​hed out a hand for Eva​j​e​an, re​ac​hed out a hand that was so clo​se he was su​re she co​uld fe​el it, he got the grip he ne​eded on the me​tal and pul​led. It snap​ped up. Eva​j​e​an yan​ked aga​in on the do​or and it ca​me open. She clim​bed in​si​de just as the fat man’s fin​gers slid ac​ross the back of her jac​ket.

    But then the do​or was clo​sed and loc​ked aga​in and they both sat, too stun​ned for anyt​hing el​se, as the cra​zi​es clo​sed in aro​und the truck. When a palm smac​ked aga​inst his win​dow, ho​we​ver, El​li​ot ca​me out of it and jam​med the key in​to the ig​ni​ti​on and tur​ned. The en​gi​ne sput​te​red and ca​me to li​fe, its sa​tis​fi​ed ro​ar dri​ving the cra​zi​es back a step. El​li​ot sho​ved the stick in​to re​ver​se, put his fo​ot on the gas, and he​ard a pa​ined yelp.

    Hope was un​der the​re, co​we​ring be​ne​ath the pe​dals. “Get out!” he sho​uted, but the dog only pul​led back furt​her. The cra​zi​es had co​me for​ward aga​in and the truck shif​ted as two clim​bed on​to the back. El​li​ot re​ac​hed down, his fa​ce mas​hed in​to the ste​ering whe​el, and gro​ped aro​und for the dog. He felt fur, grab​bed, and pul​led. Ho​pe scre​amed at him and bit his hand, but he didn’t let go and ha​uled the ani​mal out, thro​wing it be​hind Eva​j​e​an’s se​at.

    Evajean was lo​oking out the back of the truck, watc​hing as the cra​zi​es sho​ved sup​pli​es out and in​to the par​king lot as they craw​led ac​ross to get at the re​ar​vi​ew win​dow.

    The pe​dals now free, El​li​ot slam​med down the gas and the truck jum​ped back​wards. One of the cra​zi​es on bo​ard fell off but the ot​her held on to a drum of ga​so​li​ne and ma​in​ta​ined his pla​ce. “Go!” Eva​j​e​an sho​uted at him. “Go!”

    A we​ek ago, El​li​ot co​uldn’t ha​ve cal​led him​self a kil​ler. Asi​de from a bri​ef fight in mid​dle scho​ol, when anot​her kid had sho​ved him in the loc​ker ro​om mostly to see what wo​uld hap​pen, El​li​ot hadn’t hurt an​yo​ne. At the mo​ment he pul​led the truck back out of its par​king spa​ce, his body co​unt was two: the wo​man in Wal-Mart and the lit​tle boy in the ro​ad abo​ve Na​hom. The for​mer had be​en a pa​nic​ked mo​ment of self-de​fen​se, ho​we​ver, and the lat​ter an ac​ci​dent, an ina​bi​lity to swer​ve out of the way in ti​me. Now the mur​der was slow and the num​ber un​gu​es​sab​le.

    The back ti​re of the truck thum​ped twi​ce: up and on​to a crazy and then back down to the pa​ve​ment. They did it aga​in. And aga​in. He bac​ked the truck up in a wi​de arc and co​unt​less cra​zi​es we​re crus​hed in its swe​ep. His mind was too oc​cu​pi​ed to con​temp​la​te this now, but it su​rely wo​uld la​ter.

    Evajean had her hands pres​sed in​to the dash and she squ​e​aked each ti​me the truck’s ti​res ma​de anot​her thump. The dog whim​pe​red from be​hind her se​at. Cra​zi​es punc​hed at the win​dows and one threw a flash​light, crac​king the winds​hi​eld in a long, ho​ri​zon​tal li​ne at El​li​ot’s eye le​vel.

    He pus​hed the stick in​to first ge​ar and dro​ve over three cra​zi​es who we​re trying to get up on​to the truck’s ho​od. The back left ti​re stuck and then spun. He let off the gas and then pum​ped it slowly un​til the whe​el ca​me free. “Oh, God,” Eva​j​e​an re​pe​ated over and over, whis​pe​ring it to her​self.

    Then they we​re back out on the ro​ad and he​ading to the high​way, with one crazy cla​wing up the truck’s front gril​le and three mo​re in the back, trying to get to the re​ar win​dow. El​li​ot swer​ved, trying to throw them off, but all fo​ur hung on and Eva​j​e​an kept sa​ying “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.” He co​uld crush the one on the front if he ne​eded to, just dri​ve the truck in​to a wall at low spe​ed. But the three on the back had stuff to hang on to. Even if he co​uld get the truck up to fifty or sixty mi​les per ho​ur, they’d just stay back the​re, li​ke kids in the bed of a pic​kup. He was pretty su​re they wo​uldn’t be ab​le to get in​to the cab. The back win​dow was small, only six inc​hes high. Bre​aking it wo​uld al​low them to re​ach in​si​de at most. What con​cer​ned him mo​re was the thre​at to the​ir sup​pli​es. If the cra​zi​es got mad eno​ugh, they might start tos​sing the fo​od and guns and ga​so​li​ne off the truck, ru​ing this se​cond chan​ce he and Eva​j​e​an had be​en gi​ven.

    Elliot ac​ce​le​ra​ted as the crazy in front pul​led him​self on​to the ho​od.
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    Evajean scre​amed so​met​hing, but he didn’t he​ar her. He co​uldn’t fi​gu​re out what to do, co​uldn’t think of any way to get the​se damn cra​zi​es off the truck. So he dro​ve. He kept his fo​ot pres​sed all the way down on the gas, the truck ac​ce​le​ra​ting, its fra​me sha​king as it pas​sed forty mi​les per ho​ur. The crazy on the front slip​ped back on​to the gril​le, its hands fla​iling out ac​ross the truck’s rus​ted ho​od, fin​ding no purc​ha​se. It didn’t co​me all the way off, ho​we​ver. El​li​ot co​uld still see the top of its he​ad ri​sing just be​yond the bro​ken me​tal lump whe​re a ho​od or​na​ment used to be.

    Up ahe​ad, a ro​ad sign told him to get in the right la​ne for the fre​eway. To the left, a si​de ro​ad ran in​to a col​lec​ti​on of wa​re​ho​uses and lar​ge, fen​ced in par​king lots full of trac​tors, bu​ses, and ot​her in​dust​ri​al ve​hic​les. El​li​ot lo​oked at the crazy on the front and, thro​ugh the re​ar​vi​ew mir​ror, the two on the back. He was out of op​ti​ons, re​al​ly, and the​re was only one thing left he co​uld think of to do. Yan​king the whe​el, ho​ping to dis​lod​ge at le​ast one of the​ir un​wan​ted pas​sen​gers, he to​ok the turn to the left, in​to the in​dust​ri​al park. This is stu​pid, he told him​self. Easily the dum​best mo​ve you’ve ma​de in a long ti​me. But what cho​ice did he ha​ve?

    “I want you to get re​ady to run,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an as he slo​wed aro​und a cur​ve le​ading to a col​lec​ti​on of lar​ge and dark wa​re​ho​use bu​il​dings, sur​ro​un​ded on all si​des by stac​ked ship​ping con​ta​iners and pa​let​tes of lum​ber.

    “Run?” Her vo​ice was we​ak and out of bre​ath.

    “Get re​ady to. When I stop.”

    She spun to fa​ce him and El​li​ot ac​ce​le​ra​ted aga​in, re​li​eved to see the ga​te to the comp​lex was open. “You’re stop​ping?” she snap​ped at him. “Why are we stop​ping?”

    “Just get re​ady.” He le​aned for​ward, over the dash, scan​ning for a go​od pla​ce. The​re, a hund​red yards ahe​ad, along the bar​bed wi​re top​ped fen​ce, was a pi​le of mas​si​ve me​tal ship​ping cra​tes, tumb​led over and la​ying in a mo​und twenty fe​et high. The smas​hed re​ma​ins of ot​her items, wo​oden pa​let​tes and and a crus​hed trac​tor, spre​ad out from un​der​ne​ath. He tur​ned the truck in that di​rec​ti​on.

    “What are you do​ing?” Eva​j​e​an sho​uted at him, but he ig​no​red her. She pul​led Ho​pe clo​se to her chest.

    “Get re​ady,” he sa​id. “Ta​ke off yo​ur se​at​belt.”

    She nod​ded, con​fu​sed, and did as he as​ked. El​li​ot, wit​ho​ut ta​king his eyes off the pi​le, let the truck be​gin to slow, and un​buck​led his own. The crazy in front had pul​led it​self all the way back up and cla​wed its fin​gers in​to the gap bet​we​en the back of the ho​od and the winds​hi​eld. It yan​ked for​ward and its fa​ce had just to​uc​hed the glass when El​li​ot ram​med his fo​ot down on the bre​ak.

    “Now!” he yel​led and, as so​on as the​ir for​ward mo​ti​on ce​ased, he pul​led open his do​or and sprin​ted away from the truck, in​to the obs​cu​ring tang​le of bro​ken plywo​od. Only when he felt a sa​fe dis​tan​ce away did he lo​ok back for Eva​j​e​an.

    She was ten pa​ces be​hind him, run​ning full out, the dog bar​king from in​si​de the flap of her jac​ket. “Run!” he cal​led to her and when she was clo​se, he be​gan mo​ving aga​in as well. They das​hed aro​und the pi​le, not glan​cing back, not se​e​ing if the cra​zi​es had ma​na​ged to fol​low.

    “Where are we go​ing?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked, pan​ting.

    “Away. We’re go​ing to hi​de.”

    “So they-”

    “Hide un​til it’s dark or they wan​der off. Un​til we can get back to the truck.”

    “They’re not fol​lo​wing us,” she sa​id.

    Elliot lo​oked back, slo​wing his sprint to a jog. She was right. Thro​ugh the bre​aks in the wo​od pi​le, he co​uld see the truck. The cra​zi​es we​re still the​re, tho​ugh the one on the front had clim​bed in​to the back to jo​in the ot​hers. El​li​ot stop​ped run​ning and sta​red. “What are they do​ing?” he sa​id.

    “I think they’re wa​iting,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “For us to co​me back to the truck.”

    “I don’t think they’ll stay.”

    Evajean re​ac​hed in​to her jac​ket, to​ok out the dog, who twis​ted and nip​ped at her, and stuf​fed it back in​si​de. She sta​red at El​li​ot.

    “They’ll co​me lo​ok for us,” he sa​id.

    “And we’ll hi​de.”

    “Yes.” He lo​oked aro​und. They we​re ne​ar the si​de of one of the wa​re​ho​uses, cor​ru​ga​ted alu​mi​num ri​sing two sto​ri​es abo​ve them. A lit​tle way down was the squ​are prot​ru​si​on of an ent​ran​ce. “The​re,” he sa​id. “Let’s see if we can get in​si​de.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Okay.”

    They sta​yed clo​se to the wall as they ap​pro​ac​hed the do​or, sta​ying low. The mo​on was bright eno​ugh that they co​uld see the​ir sha​dows.

    “What if it’s loc​ked?” she as​ked, when they we​re half way the​re.

    “We find so​mew​he​re el​se. We get furt​her away from he​re. When it’s mor​ning, we go back to the truck and try to hurt them if we ne​ed to.” He tho​ught of the wo​man in Wal-Mart, of the ra​ge he’d felt as he dro​ve the man​ne​qu​in arm in​to her, over and over. He co​uld do it aga​in. If he had to, he co​uld kill all three of them.

    The do​or was, as​to​nis​hingly, un​loc​ked. Stan​ding open a few inc​hes, it cre​aked as he pus​hed it the rest of the way. Eva​j​e​an his​sed in bre​ath at the so​und and they both wa​ited, fro​zen, lis​te​ning for the cra​zi​es. But the​re was not​hing and so they squ​e​ezed thro​ugh the ope​ning, not ris​king pus​hing it furt​her. Ho​pe pan​ted in​si​de Eva​j​e​an’s jac​ket, cal​med.

    They we​re in a tiny of​fi​ce, tho​ugh El​li​ot co​uld only tell by the dark sha​pe of a desk and the mo​on glint off a wall clock. Ot​her​wi​se, he co​uldn’t ma​ke out anyt​hing. “Stay low,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an, “and go ca​re​ful. Don’t bump in​to anyt​hing.”

    He mo​ved in front, fe​eling out with his hands, re​min​ded of the​ir flight thro​ugh the ca​ves. His fin​gers brus​hed a mesh trash can and the plas​tic ba​se of a of​fi​ce cha​ir. The​re had to be anot​her do​or at the back of the ro​om, one that le​ad in​to the wa​re​ho​use pro​per. On​ce in the​re, they’d find a spot as far from this ent​ran​ce as pos​sib​le, so they’d ha​ve the most ti​me to re​act if the cra​zi​es dis​co​ve​red the​ir hi​ding pla​ce.
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    “There,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “What?”

    “Over the​re. I think the​re’s a do​or.”

    Elliot lo​oked. A rec​tang​le of blu​ish grey hung in the mid​dle of a lar​ge blank of de​ep grey. An open do​or.

    “I’ll go first,” he sa​id.

    “Okay,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    He wor​ked his way over the​re, con​ti​nu​ing to go slow, fe​eling for anyt​hing that’d ma​ke a lot of no​ise if they ran in​to it. It was we​ird that the cra​zi​es had sta​yed at the truck ins​te​ad of cha​sing them, but he’d gi​ven up on the​ir mo​ti​va​ti​on. Ins​te​ad, El​li​ot to​ok it as a lucky bre​ak and not​hing mo​re and re​min​ded him​self that the cra​zi​es might ha​ve re​ali​zed the​ir mis​ta​ke, might be co​ming af​ter him and Eva​j​e​an right now. So he went slow and Eva​j​e​an did the sa​me.

    It was a do​or, ope​ned out​ward, and as he re​ac​hed it he felt a chan​ge in the air, knew it le​ad to the he​art of the mas​si​ve wa​re​ho​use. That was whe​re they’d hun​ker down and wa​it.

    “We’ll go to the ot​her si​de, away from he​re,” he whis​pe​red back to Eva​j​e​an. He he​ard her ex​ha​le. “Re​ady?” he as​ked.

    “Uh huh.”

    The flo​or was conc​re​te and cold, and hurt his kne​es. He sto​od up and wal​ked stra​ight ac​ross from the of​fi​ce do​or. So​on, his fin​ger tips punc​hed in​to thick plas​tic wrap: a pal​let of card​bo​ard bo​xes, wrap​ped for ship​ping. He si​des​tep​ped to the right, ke​eping his hands out, and when he fo​und the ed​ge of the pal​let, con​ti​nu​ed for​ward aga​in. They wal​ked for so​me dis​tan​ce along this cor​ri​dor bet​we​en the stacks, El​li​ot still le​ading, Eva​j​e​an still a pa​ce or two be​hind.

    Then the​re was cor​ru​ga​ted me​tal and they had re​ac​hed the far wall. El​li​ot put his ear to it and he​ard not​hing but his own bre​at​hing and Eva​j​e​an shuf​fling her fe​et.

    “It’s cold,” she sa​id.

    “It’ll warm up,” he sa​id. “When the sun co​mes up.”

    “How long are we go​ing to stay?”

    “As long as we ne​ed to. Un​til it’s dark aga​in.”

    Evajean put her he​ad ne​ar the wall and lis​te​ned. “That’s all day,” she sa​id.

    “If that’s what it is.” He be​gan wal​king aga​in, tur​ning right along the wall. “This way,” he sa​id. “Let’s find a spot, may​be bet​we​en so​me of the pal​lets.”

    “We’re go​ing to stay he​re all day?”

    “I don’t know. If we ha​ve to.”

    “Hope’s as​le​ep,” she sa​id and he co​uld tell she was an​no​yed. She didn’t li​ke this plan and he had to ad​mit, as he fo​und anot​her cor​ri​dor and tur​ned in​to it, that he was star​ting to fe​el a lit​tle stu​pid for le​ading them in​to the si​tu​ati​on in the first pla​ce. Did he re​al​ly ex​pect them to just sit he​re for ten or twel​ve ho​urs? With no fo​od and no wa​ter? It might be bet​ter to just go back out the​re and fight.

    “We’ll stay for a whi​le,” he sa​id, re​vi​sing. “Just long eno​ugh that may​be they’ll ha​ve star​ted lo​oking 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,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Ready to ad lib mo​re as ne​eded, they pres​sed them​sel​ves in​to a nar​row ope​ning bet​we​en two of the stacks of bo​xes and sat down. They we​re both si​lent for se​ve​ral mi​nu​tes. The dog be​gan to sno​re.

    “Tell me abo​ut you,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. The to​ne of an​no​yan​ce was go​ne.

    “Me?”

    “We’ve be​en tra​ve​ling- God, has it only be​en a few days? But, any​way, we’re do​ing this trip, it fe​els li​ke to the bit​ter end, and I don’t know anyt​hing abo​ut you. Ex​cept that you had a wi​fe and had a da​ugh​ter and you mo​ved to Vir​gi​nia, what was it, a co​up​le of ye​ars ago?”

    “Three,” he sa​id. “It was three ye​ars ago this No​vem​ber.”

    She nod​ded. “So tell me abo​ut yo​ur​self, El​li​ot Bis​hop. We’ve got a whi​le sit​ting her ahe​ad of us, the​re’s no way I’m go​ing to sle​ep, and I want to know it all.”

    So he did. He told her abo​ut gra​du​ating from col​le​ge with a deg​ree in art his​tory be​ca​use he didn’t know what el​se to ta​ke at the ti​me. The deg​ree had be​en a bust, art his​to​ri​ans not eagerly so​ught to fill job ope​nings, but he’d got Cla​ri​ne out of the de​al. They’d met his juni​or ye​ar, whi​le he was wor​king part ti​me, la​te night do​or duty at one of the dorms, and she was a fresh​man.

    “She was loc​ked out. Left her key in her ro​om,” he sa​id. “She po​un​ded on the do​or, so​met​hing li​ke one in the mor​ning, and I let her in. And you know how so​me​one can just glow? You see them and the​re’s this light? It was li​ke that with Cla​ri​ne. She glo​wed. So I let her in-”

    “‘So‘ you let her in?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “You me​an you wo​uldn’t ha​ve if it we​ren’t for that glow?”

    Elliot la​ug​hed, then win​ced and bro​ught his vo​ice back down to a whis​per. “You know what I me​an,” he sa​id. “It had be​en ra​ining and, well, girls al​ways lo​ok so go​od li​ke that.”

    This ti​me Eva​j​e​an la​ug​hed. “I’ve be​en told,” she sa​id.

    “Since she didn’t ha​ve her key,” El​li​ot con​ti​nu​ed, “I had to let her in​to her ro​om. And on the way over, we chat​ted and when we fi​nal​ly got the​re and she was abo​ut to go in, I as​ked her out. We went out that we​ekend and that was it. I was ho​oked.”

    Evajean sig​hed. “Lo​ve,” she sa​id.

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “And you got mar​ri​ed.”

    “After Cla​ri​ne gra​du​ated. She wan​ted to wa​it, wan​ted to ha​ve scho​ol out of the way be​fo​re star​ting her new li​fe.”

    “What was scho​ol for her? You we​re art his​tory…”

    “Psychology. I don’t know why. I ne​ver re​al​ly fi​gu​red that one out, but she stu​di​ed it ob​ses​si​vely for fo​ur ye​ars, gra​du​ated, and ne​ver to​uc​hed the stuff aga​in. We had Cal​lie and I star​ted the bu​si​ness with my brot​her, the lands​ca​ping, and that went well for a whi​le, with Cla​ri​ne sta​ying ho​me and me wor​king. We li​ved okay.”

    “Why’d you mo​ve?”

    “Not su​re. It was Cla​ri​ne’s idea. One day, we we​re ha​ving bre​ak​fast at IHOP, and she sa​id, ‘Let’s mo​ve.’ And she tal​ked me in​to it. It to​ok a whi​le, but she did.”

    “Why Vir​gi​nia?”

    “That’s what she wan​ted. Sa​id it was a ni​ce pla​ce, that she’d vi​si​ted as a girl. They’d rent a ca​bin in the sum​mers and she lo​ved it. I fo​und a job with anot​her lands​ca​ping bu​si​ness, we pac​ked everyt​hing up, and then we we​re in Char​lot​tes​vil​le.” He le​aned back aga​inst tight plas​tic wrap​ped aro​und the pal​let. “And that’s it. We li​ve the​re un​til- We we​re in Char​lot​tes​vil​le when this all star​ted.” El​li​ot tap​ped Eva​j​e​an on the arm. “Now it’s yo​ur turn.”
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    “Oh, the​re’s not a lot to tell,” she sa​id.

    “Like I-”

    “I didn’t go to col​le​ge,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “I wan​ted to, be​ca​use I had an ol​der brot​her and he didn’t, ne​it​her did my pa​rents. First in the fa​mily wo​uld’ve be​en ni​ce.”

    “Why didn’t you?”

    “Things co​me up, you know? I was re​ady to, I’d do​ne well in high scho​ol, and then my brot​her, Har​ley- Can you be​li​eve that na​me? Har​ley? My mot​her, she al​ways sa​id it so​un​ded ni​ce, that they wan​ted to gi​ve him a ni​ce na​me, but I think, un​til she di​ed, that she was sort of em​bar​ras​sed by it. Li​ke it ma​de her lo​ok bad to ha​ve pic​ked such a silly na​me. And my dad, well, he was one of tho​se guys who lets the wo​man run things. A hold out for tho​se days when the men bro​ught ho​me the ba​con and the wi​fe ma​na​ged everyt​hing in the ho​use, everyt​hing abo​ut the child​ren.”

    “Your brot​her…?”

    “Oh, him. Ye​ah, Har​ley was in the army and he was over the​re in the gulf war. The first one. Dro​ve a tank. And he got shot. It wasn’t that he was go​ing to die, but it was pretty bad and they had to send him ho​me. Mom and dad we​re get​ting old and with mom not wor​king, it was to​ugh with the bills. The army pa​id so​me of it, but they had to fe​ed him and ta​ke ca​re of him and it was too much for just my mom to hand​le. If Har​ley co​uld’ve wor​ked, he wo​uld’ve. He’d jo​ined the army be​ca​use he wan​ted to be, I gu​ess, he’d call it ’self-suf​fi​ci​ent.’ He wan​ted to sup​port him​self.”

    “That’s to​ugh,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Yeah. And so the​re wasn’t any way I co​uld go away to col​le​ge and le​ave them all li​ke that. I got a job at a bank as a tel​ler, and that’s whe​re I met Henry. He was a tel​ler, too. Star​ted a month af​ter I did. We’d get win​dows next to each ot​her and we’d chat when things we​re slow. He was one of tho​se guys you co​uld tell we​re go​ing to do so​met​hing big so​me​day. He was only at the bank whi​le he fi​gu​red out what that was.”

    Evajean scratc​hed the dog’s back. Ho​pe sto​od up in her lap, wa​ve​red, and fell down, ex​ha​ling lo​ud and long.

    “Is that when you two…”

    “Got to​get​her? Ye​ah, the chat​ting le​ad to da​ting and then we we​re li​ving to​get​her. This was in Ca​li​for​nia. And when we got mar​ri​ed, we dis​cus​sed mo​ving, star​ting new so​mew​he​re el​se. Har​ley was do​ing bet​ter, he was wor​king, and my fat​her had re​ti​red. They we​re all do​ing fi​ne off so​ci​al se​cu​rity, so mo​ving was a go​od idea. Henry had so​me fa​mily in Vir​gi​nia, an aunt, and so that en​ded up be​ing pretty much our top cho​ice. We ca​me out he​re, I got anot​her bank job, and he star​ted his in​ter​net stuff.”

    “That’s ran​dom,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “From bank to in​ter​net? Ye​ah, I sup​po​se. But he’d be​en stud​ying the stuff for a whi​le and it was easy to find work in it. So that’s what we we​re do​ing when all this star​ted. I was at the bank and he spent his ti​me ear​ning mo​ney from an of​fi​ce in he ba​se​ment.” She shif​ted her leg out from un​der​ne​ath her​self and set​tled in​to a new po​si​ti​on on the flo​or. “It was go​od,” she sa​id.

    “It’s we​ird,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “What is?”

    “This. Yo​ur story, my story. They’re so nor​mal. We’re nor​mal pe​op​le and we’ve do​ne nor​mal things. Not​hing fancy and ext​ra​va​gant. So why us? Why are we still he​re?”

    “That’s not what you’re re​al​ly as​king,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “What do you me​an?”

    “That’s not what you’re as​king. What you re​al​ly want to know-and I me​an, co​me on, El​li​ot, I want to know, too-what you want to know is why so​me​one li​ke me, how so​me​one li​ke me who’s so nor​mal, so re​al​ly bo​ring, wo​uld end up do​ing what I did back the​re.”

    “Yeah,” he sa​id.

    “Yeah,” she sa​id.

    “I just think- I just won​der why us? Why you? Is it ran​dom? We al​re​ady tal​ked abo​ut this, kind of, but it do​esn’t fe​el ran​dom. And if it’s not ran​dom, wo​uldn’t you think it’d be pe​op​le mo​re, I don’t know, mo​re ex​ci​ting than us?”

    “No,” she sa​id. “No, I think it’d be so​me​one exactly li​ke us, be​ca​use I don’t know what it is. I wasn’t the​re for what hap​pe​ned to me, you re​mem​ber? I didn’t see it li​ke you did. So when you say ‘it’ and you won​der it’s us, I re​al​ly know how to ans​wer that. Why do​es anyt​hing ha​ve to be dif​fe​rent than it is?”

    “It do​esn’t-”

    “Because, El​li​ot, the​re are cra​zi​es out the​re and we’re hi​ding he​re in the dark and I’m just glad it was us, be​ca​use I got my dog, and I’m ali​ve. That’s mo​re than I can say for, well, for most ot​her pe​op​le.”

    Elliot didn’t know why she was do​ing this. He’d just be​en tal​king and they’d had a con​ver​sa​ti​on li​ke this be​fo​re. She’d se​emed in​te​res​ted then. He co​uldn’t na​il her down, co​uldn’t fi​gu​re out what he​re ang​le was on all this. Of co​ur​se, she was sca​red-he was, too-and that co​uld exp​la​in a lot.

    “I’m sorry,” he sa​id, tho​ugh, aga​in, he didn’t qu​ite know what he was sorry for.

    “Do you think they can he​ar us?” she sa​id. “Sho​uld we stop tal​king?”

    “Okay,” he sa​id. “I don’t think they can he​ar us, not thro​ugh this, but, ye​ah, we sho​uld pro​bably stop.”

    And so they did, and for the next ho​ur or two, Eva​j​e​an pet Ho​pe and El​li​ot let his mind trip thro​ugh snaps​hots of bet​ter days, bu​il​ding mon​ta​ges of Cal​lie and Cla​ri​ne and what it was li​ke to be simply happy. He ne​eded to go to the bath​ro​om and his sto​mach ma​de no​ises a co​up​le of ti​mes, but he bu​ri​ed that in the​se pic​tu​res from his past.

    It was du​ring me​mo​ri​es from Cal​lie’s forth birth​day party-when his da​ugh​ter had very ne​arly set her shirt on fi​re by re​ac​hing ac​ross the ca​ke to grab a plas​tic Bar​bie stan​ding in the fros​ting and he and Cla​ri​ne had yel​led and ma​de su​re she was okay and then la​ug​hed-when, from ac​ross the wa​re​ho​use, the me​tal wall thum​ped and shud​de​red.

    Hope bar​ked and Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “Jesus!” El​li​ot jum​ped up and al​most slip​ped on the smo​oth conc​re​te. He sto​od the​re, not mo​ving, ba​rely bre​at​hing, and next to him Eva​j​e​an whis​pe​red to the dog, cal​ming it. We​re they in​si​de? El​li​ot won​de​red. Was that thump from in​si​de the wa​re​ho​use?

    Then a so​und ca​me from the of​fi​ce. El​li​ot knew it and im​me​di​ately ima​gi​ned the sce​ne that ca​used it. The cra​zi​es we​re drag​ging fur​ni​tu​re ac​ross the flo​or.
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    Evajean sa​id, “Is that-”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id. “That’s them.” He pus​hed off the bo​xes be​hind him and wal​ked out in​to the cor​ri​dor that le​ad to​ward the front of the wa​re​ho​use. “Wa​it he​re,” he sa​id.

    “What are you do​ing?” This was whis​pe​red, for​ced, li​ke she didn’t want to ask, but co​uldn’t stand not kno​wing.

    “I’m go​ing to go see. It’s- If we ha​ve to run, I want to know what our chan​ces are.”

    He left her and wal​ked. He co​uld he​ar her bre​at​hing, and then tal​king to Ho​pe. El​li​ot co​uldn’t ma​ke out words, but knew Eva​j​e​an was trying to com​fort her​self by way of the dog.

    What was he do​ing? Pas​sing bo​xes, hands swe​eping from front to si​des, he ma​de his way, bet​we​en the rows of pal​lets, to​ward the of​fi​ce. He knew Eva​j​e​an was back the​re, wan​ting to call out to him and tell him to stop, to not be so stu​pid, but she was too sca​red to ma​ke the no​ise.

    When he was clo​ser, he co​uld he​ar them tal​king to each ot​her. It was that sa​me lan​gu​age and he wis​hed to hell he co​uld un​ders​tand it. Still, from the to​ne he co​uld tell they we​ren’t ar​gu​ing-they we​re plan​ning. El​li​ot cro​uc​hed low next to the bo​xes. It was too dark to be su​re, but he fi​gu​red he was twenty fe​et from the do​or to the of​fi​ce.

    And then lights ca​me on. That do​or, on​ce just a grey squ​are, burst in​to yel​low light. El​li​ot flinc​hed away from it, then dar​ted back be​hind so​me of the bo​xes. Whe​re’d they get lights? Then he re​mem​be​red the ones he’d left in the back of the truck. The cra​zi​es had sto​len his flash​light.

    He didn’t think they’d se​en him-he hadn’t se​en them-but he held his bre​ath any​way, wa​iting for the so​unds of pur​su​it. Right, he tho​ught. Okay. The​re are three of them-unless mo​re ha​ve shown up-and two of us. That’s not ter​rib​le odds, not in the dark, not with the ele​ment of sur​p​ri​se. Ex​cept he co​uldn’t co​unt on Eva​j​e​an be​ing much of a figh​ter. And chan​ces we​re go​od the damn dog wo​uld ma​ke no​ise and gi​ve them away long be​fo​re they we​re clo​se eno​ugh to stri​ke. The cra​zi​es had fo​und them, tho​ugh, and he ne​eded to do so​met​hing.

    He star​ted back to Eva​j​e​an, this ti​me down a cor​ri​dor not in li​ne with the of​fi​ce. He didn’t want them to see him from the do​or​way. They we​re still tal​king as he mo​ved away and even​tu​al​ly he was far eno​ugh he co​uldn’t he​ar the cra​zi​es any​mo​re.

    Evajean he​ard him co​ming. She whis​pe​red, sca​red, “Elli​ot? Is that you?” He sta​yed qu​ite un​til he was a lit​tle clo​ser-and a lit​tle furt​her from the of​fi​ce-but used her vo​ice as gu​idan​ce. Then he ans​we​red her and Eva​j​e​an told him how re​li​eved she was, how ter​rif​ying it had be​en not kno​wing whe​re he’d go​ne or if the cra​zi​es had fo​und him. What she wan​ted to know, tho​ugh, what she pres​sed him on what whet​her he had a plan for get​ting out of this.

    “Maybe,” he sa​id, le​aning clo​se and ke​eping his vo​ice down. “If we go along this wall and then along the far one, we can co​me up on the of​fi​ce from the si​de.”

    “What abo​ut ot​her ways out?”

    He sho​ok his he​ad, but knew she co​uldn’t see the ges​tu​re. “The​re might be, but they’re gon​na be tho​se big car​go do​ors, the ones the trucks pull up to. Ope​ning tho​se, even if we can fi​gu​re out how in the dark, is go​ing to tell them exactly whe​re we are.”

    “But they’re in the of​fi​ce right now. That’s what you sa​id.”

    “They’ll co​me in he​re,” he sa​id. “They’ll co​me to find us. All we ha​ve to do is wa​it for it and then go aro​und them. They ha​ve flash​lights, but tho​se things won’t light up this who​le wa​re​ho​use. We just ha​ve to hi​de un​til they’re away from that do​or.”

    “And then go back to the truck.”

    “Right,” he sa​id. “It’s just sit​ting the​re and I ha​ve the keys. I don’t know if they can dri​ve, but I’m pretty damn su​re they can’t hot​wi​re the thing.”

    “It’s the only way out.”

    “That I can think of,” he sa​id.

    “That I can think of eit​her,” she sa​id.

    “Okay. Okay, fol​low me. We’re go​ing slow. And ke​ep the dog qu​i​et.”

    Elliot wo​uld ha​ve craw​led. Eva​j​e​an, with the dog in her jac​ket and one hand ne​eded to ke​ep it the​re, co​uldn’t, tho​ugh, so they op​ted for the sa​me low, me​asu​red pa​ce they’d used when first exp​lo​ring the wa​re​ho​use. It was an ex​ha​us​ting pro​cess, go​ing all the way aro​und the pe​ri​me​ter of the enor​mo​us ro​om ins​te​ad of cut​ting stra​ight ac​ross. The cra​zi​es-still in the of​fi​ce, by the so​und of it-wo​uld bang aro​und the fur​ni​tu​re for a lit​tle whi​le and then fall si​lent. He co​uldn’t he​ar them tal​king, but ima​gi​ned that what they we​re do​ing in tho​se qu​i​et mo​ments. Tal​king and plan​ning how to track Eva​j​e​an and him down, how to cap​tu​re them and ta​ke them away. He kept thin​king of the wo​man in the red dress, how she hadn’t be​en in the crowd out​si​de the ho​tel, but he knew this was all so​me​how abo​ut her. Eva​j​e​an hadn’t kil​led her back in Na​hom, not that easily. In the dark of the wa​re​ho​use, bet​we​en start​led mo​ments of hor​ren​do​us cras​hing from that oc​cu​pi​ed of​fi​ce, El​li​ot co​uldn’t avo​id ima​ges of that crim​son wo​man stal​king him. Eva​j​e​an was be​hind him and the we​ight of her pre​sen​ce ma​de the ima​ges wor​se. He was bre​at​hing hard. Slow down, he tho​ught. You ne​ed to be calm.
    He for​ced the ima​ges away and they con​ti​nu​ed. The cras​hing stop​ped aga​in and sta​yed go​ne. They re​ac​hed the cor​ner. El​li​ot jam​med his fin​gers aga​inst the me​tal wall as it ca​me up in front of him and he had to bi​te back a cur​se. Right. Okay. Now we go left.
    They’d go​ne per​haps half way in this new di​rec​ti​on when Eva​j​e​an grab​bed his sho​ul​der. He tur​ned, to ask her what was wrong, and he saw the lights. Away from them, to​ward the cen​ter of the wa​re​ho​use, be​ams flas​hed bet​we​en the stacks of cra​tes.

    “They ca​me out,” he whis​pe​red.

    She squ​e​ezed his sho​ul​der. “Let’s go.”

    The dog shif​ted in her jac​ket and yaw​ned. It ro​se to a squ​e​aky growl and Eva​j​e​an hus​hed it, but then the dog bar​ked and the lights jer​ked and went out.

    “Shit,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Shit. Mo​ve.”

    “I’m sorry,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, but they we​re mo​ving and El​li​ot wasn’t lis​te​ning to her. He pus​hed for​ward as fast as he co​uld but, with the lights go​ne, the wa​re​ho​use was on​ce aga​in wholly dark. He had to ke​ep his hands out, not to pro​tect him​self from the harm of run​ning in​to so​met​hing-be​ca​use he co​uld ta​ke the bump and re​sul​ting bru​ise if it me​ant get​ting the hell out of he​re-but to sta​ve off the no​ise a col​li​si​on wo​uld ma​ke. They had to get to that of​fi​ce and do it wit​ho​ut any mo​re unin​ten​ded sig​nals of the​ir po​si​ti​on. The cra​zi​es we​re smart eno​ugh, he knew, to latch on to the​ir plan. He just didn’t know how long it wo​uld ta​ke.

    But it didn’t work out that way. The​ir ra​pid pa​ce and Eva​j​e​an’s ter​ri​fi​ed bre​at​hing aler​ted the puppy that so​met​hing was amiss. It grow​led aga​in and then be​gan to bark.

    The flash​lights ca​me on-and mo​ved. The cra​zi​es we​re run​ning.
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    “Shut that thing up!” El​li​ot sa​id. He wa​ved his hand be​hind him un​til he fo​und he​re. Grab​bing her jac​ket, he pul​led her for​ward. “Co​me on!”

    “Let go,” she his​sed and jer​ked his hand away. But she fol​lo​wed him, hand on his back so they wo​uldn’t get se​pa​ra​ted. Ho​pe, per​haps cu​ed in to the stress bet​we​en then, bar​ked lo​uder. The cra​zi​es star​ted sho​uting. El​li​ot didn’t ne​ed to un​ders​tand the​ir lan​gu​age to know what they we​re sa​ying: the hunt was on and all they had to do now was co​or​di​na​te it.

    If the​re was any be​ne​fit in the si​tu​ati​on, it was that the cra​zi​es had grab​bed all the flash​lights from the truck and that me​ant they we​re put​ting out a go​od amo​unt of il​lu​mi​na​ti​on. As they clo​sed in on his and Eva​j​e​an’s po​si​ti​on, El​li​ot was ab​le to ma​ke out the sha​pes of the stacks, and that me​ant he co​uld run.

    We’ve got to get to the wall, he tho​ught. Get to the wall and then be​hind them. The dog con​ti​nu​ed to bark and he sud​denly ha​ted him​self for ma​king them ta​ke it in the first pla​ce. Cal​lie go​ne and they both had puppy dog eyes. He hadn’t tho​ught it thro​ugh and now that im​pul​se to nur​tu​re might very well get him kil​led.

    “Elliot!” Eva​j​e​an scre​amed. He lo​oked back, slo​wing so​mew​hat. The cra​zi​es we​re the​re, be​hind them, and co​ming fast. He sho​uld ha​ve no​ti​ced when the lights shif​ted, sho​uld’ve let that warn him, but his mind was overw​hel​med and he co​uld fe​el it shut​ting down from the tra​uma of the​se last days.

    If not​hing el​se, tho​ugh, if he co​uld ta​ke any com​fort from be​ing fo​und, it was that the flash​lights the cra​zi​es wa​ved as they cha​sed af​ter them we​re at the​ir backs and il​lu​mi​na​ting ni​cely the path ahe​ad. And so he co​uld see the me​tal wall co​ming up in front of them and he knew the of​fi​ce do​or was just a few yards af​ter the turn. They co​uld ma​ke it.

    But the fo​ur cra​zi​es we​re clo​se. The thing was, as he lo​oked back, unab​le to stop him​self, he lost every imp​res​si​on of them as ac​tu​al​ly crazy. They didn’t run oddly, and the​ir fa​ces, hid​den in sha​dow, li​ned only by the fa​in​test back​wash from the flash​lights, had the hard ed​ges of exer​ti​on, not the dis​tor​ted fe​atu​res of the in​sa​ne. Aga​in he had the imp​res​si​on of be​ing in a fo​re​ign co​untry and not in a world go​ne de​ad.

    As the wall ca​me, he tur​ned, sta​ying clo​se, his arm swin​ging back, his hand clas​ping Eva​j​e​an’s. They co​uld ma​ke it. “Run!” he sho​uted and the cra​zi​es we​re so clo​se, al​most clo​se eno​ugh to to​uch, and if one of them threw a flash​light at his legs…

    The of​fi​ce do​or. He saw it, a blank re​cess in the ref​lec​ti​ve me​tal of the wall. He pul​led and Eva​j​e​an kept up. Then they we​re thro​ugh, but with the cra​zi​es still out​si​de, the ro​om was comp​le​tely dark. The do​or out​si​de was clo​sed, so not even mo​on​light ca​me in. Know​led​ge of this was de​la​yed in co​ming to El​li​ot, ho​we​ver, and in that de​lay, his knee hit the cor​ner of a desk.

    Elliot fell, the pa​in wi​ping everyt​hing. Eva​j​e​an ran past, mo​men​ta​rily una​wa​re of what had hap​pe​ned, and step​ped on his hand. His in​dex fin​ger snap​ped un​der the he​el of her sne​aker. And then he co​uld see, be​ca​use the first of the cra​zi​es had co​me in​to the of​fi​ce. Still on the flo​or, his hand and knee dri​ving spi​kes of an​gu​ish thro​ugh his con​cent​ra​ti​on, he co​uld only ma​na​ge anot​her im​pe​ra​ti​ve di​rec​ted at Eva​j​e​an. “Run! The car!” But that wo​uldn’t work, no, be​ca​use he had the keys. They we​re in the poc​ket of his je​ans. She co​uld get away, out in​to this in​dust​ri​al park, but she wo​uldn’t get far.

    He pul​led him​self up just as the first crazy ca​me wit​hin grab​bing dis​tan​ce. El​li​ot lun​ged at the do​or, trying to ke​ep the we​ight of his leg. He felt the arc of a flash​light’s he​ad gra​ze his up​per back. The cra​zi​es we​re cal​ling for him, ple​ading in the​ir mad lan​gu​age.

    Evajean was at the do​or, the por​tal out​si​de, and as he got clo​se she pul​led it open. He fol​lo​wed her thro​ugh.

    They ran and the lights fol​lo​wed them. At so​me po​int Eva​j​e​an drop​ped the dog and El​li​ot he​ard her cur​se, but he didn’t stop, wil​led her not to stop, be​ca​use he knew this ti​me the cra​zi​es we​re af​ter them for ke​eps. Eva​j​e​an had pis​sed them off back in Na​hom-wha​te​ver she’d do​ne had be​en sig​ni​fi​cant be​yond the ob​vi​o​us corp​ses, and the cra​zi​es didn’t for​get. Yet that didn’t ma​ke any sen​se. He’d be​en most of the night and all of a day be​hind the whe​el of the truck af​ter they’d es​ca​ped the ca​ves and, un​less the cra​zi​es co​uld dri​ve (which he do​ub​ted was the ca​se), the​re wasn’t any way it was the sa​me gro​up.

    He ran li​ke it was, tho​ugh, and Eva​j​e​an didn’t go back for the dog. They’d find it aga​in or they wo​uldn’t, but now the thing was to get to that do​or and out​si​de. Then to the truck-and do it all wit​ho​ut be​ing ca​ught.

    Behind them, it was clo​se. Over his bre​at​hing and Eva​j​e​an’s, over the slap of the​ir sho​es on the dirt, was the chat​te​ring-and then, calm and co​ol and not at all start​ling, the new pres​su​re of a hand on his back. But Eva​j​e​an was bet​we​en him and the cra​zi​es and he knew the hand wasn’t hers.

    He spun, hands up-and his sto​mach fell. She was on the gro​und, the wo​man and one of the men stan​ding over her. The ot​her two cra​zi​es hit El​li​ot as so​on as he stop​ped, knoc​king him back​wards and on​to the flo​or. He kic​ked out, trip​ping one. The ot​her jum​ped over its com​pa​ni​on and re​ac​hed for him. El​li​ot pul​led away, scramb​ling to his fe​et. He’d ha​ve to fight. The​re was no ot​her cho​ice.

    But the crazy only sto​od. It sta​red at him as the one on the gro​und got up. Eva​j​e​an squ​ir​med and then did the sa​me, her ter​ror pla​in in the flash​light be​ams.

    No one mo​ved. They watc​hed each ot​her. The one in front, the one who had re​ac​hed for El​li​ot, slowly sho​ok its he​ad. It le​aned to​ward him and sa​id, “Mo​ro​ni.”

    Elliot had no idea what to ma​ke of this, but he re​mem​be​red the wo​man in Wal-Mart tel​ling him “mo​re” over and over-be​fo​re he be​at her to de​ath.

    “Moroni,” the crazy sa​id aga​in. It tur​ned to Eva​j​e​an. “Mo​ro​ni.” And han​ded her the flash​light.

    

    

54
    

    As they wal​ked back to the truck, the​ir way bright and easy from the lights the cra​zi​es had re​tur​ned to them, El​li​ot won​de​red if that was it. Had the cra​zi​es cha​sed them all this way just to tell them that one word? And what the hell did it me​an?

    The cra​zi​es had simply wal​ked off, af​ter that one word and the gift of the lights. They’d go​ne out thro​ugh the of​fi​ce do​or and in​to the night, and he and Eva​j​e​an had just sto​od the​re, not tal​king, too stun​ned to dis​cuss anyt​hing. A mes​sa​ge he didn’t un​ders​tand, one the cra​zi​es had trac​ked them all the way from Na​hom to gi​ve. Mo​ro​ni. He’d ne​ver he​ard it be​fo​re, had no idea what it co​uld be, but it was anot​her pi​ece in the puz​zle of events the pla​gue had bro​ught. As​king Eva​j​e​an abo​ut it wo​uld wa​it un​til they we​re back on the ro​ad, he​ading west to Co​lo​ra​do. He ne​eded that: a go​al ac​hi​evab​le, one that ma​de im​me​di​ate sen​se.

    Evajean had fo​und the dog, duc​king back in​to the wa​re​ho​use with the help of a flash​light, and emer​ging a few mi​nu​tes la​ter, Ho​pe strug​gling un​der one arm. El​li​ot smi​led at this, at the puppy’s de​si​re to dart away yet aga​in, un​con​cer​ned with the​ir qu​est.

    And then they we​re back at the truck and in​si​de, El​li​ot be​hind the whe​el and Eva​j​e​an set​tling Ho​pe on her lap. El​li​ot knew he sho​uld get so​me sle​ep-he’d had may​be six ho​urs in the last three days-but that co​uld be put off un​til the​re was mo​re ro​ad bet​we​en them and the cra​zi​es, whe​re​ver they’d wan​de​red off to. He co​uld still ma​na​ge a few ho​urs of dri​ving, at le​ast. Eva​j​e​an was a dif​fe​rent mat​ter, ho​we​ver. As he bac​ked the truck up and tur​ned it on​to the ro​ad out of the in​dust​ri​al park and on to the fre​eway, he saw that she’d fal​len as​le​ep, her he​ad res​ting aga​inst the strap of her se​at​belt.

    He dro​ve west along I-70 and his mind went back to sor​ting thro​ugh what it knew of the mystery they’d fo​und them​sel​ves in. We ne​ed to ta​ke the bo​di​es away as a sa​fety me​asu​re, the go​vern​ment ma​ilings and te​le​vi​si​on an​no​un​ce​ments had sa​id. Men had co​me by to pick them up at first, then the call had go​ne out to use the curb and the trucks had co​me. Du​ring that ti​me news re​ports spo​ke of the di​se​ase be​ing li​mi​ted to the North Ame​ri​can con​ti​nent, hit​ting ru​ral are​as and then spre​ading in​to the ci​ti​es. But it was only a pla​gue and, whi​le the vic​tims spo​ke in ton​gu​es be​fo​re they di​ed, the​re was no in​di​ca​ti​on of the cra​zi​es he and Eva​j​e​an had wit​nes​sed.

    Elliot fo​und that fact dif​fi​cult to exp​la​in. If tho​se pe​op​le we​re ro​aming-espe​ci​al​ly if they we​re at​tac​king li​ke they’d do​ne in Na​hom-you’d think that wo​uld ma​ke the eve​ning news at the very le​ast. Why we​ren’t the​re any re​ports? Per​haps the cra​zi​es had only ar​ri​ved at the end, af​ter the te​le​vi​si​on bro​ad​casts went de​ad, the In​ter​net cras​hed, and the news​pa​pers stop​ped ar​ri​ving. Co​uld they be that re​cent a de​ve​lop​ment?

    Yet even if he co​uld mo​ve past that, fin​ding ans​wers to set tho​se qu​es​ti​ons asi​de, it re​ma​ined unk​nown what he and Eva​j​e​an had to do with any of it.

    Elliot rol​led down the win​dow a co​up​le inc​hes, let​ting the chill of a night bre​eze in​to the cab. The cra​zi​es had co​me af​ter them. Had the at​tack on Na​hom, and his pre​ce​ding cap​tu​re in the ca​ve, be​en the​ir only con​tact, he co​uld wri​te it off as hor​ri​fic co​in​ci​den​ce. But the ho​tel and then the bri​ef mes​sa​ge at the wa​re​ho​use… Tho​se spo​ke to a de​eper con​nec​ti​on, one ma​de only mo​re ter​rib​le by Eva​j​e​an’s per​for​man​ce out​si​de the church, and the me​tal box they’d fo​und just be​fo​re.

    As his mind spun over the​se qu​es​ti​ons in the three ho​urs be​fo​re he pul​led of the ro​ad to sle​ep, El​li​ot had a bri​ef mo​ment of fal​se epip​hany, an idea that rang mad​de​ningly true, but which he qu​ickly re​cog​ni​zed as non​sen​se. Co​uldn’t this all be exp​la​ined, all the myste​ri​o​us and se​emingly su​per​na​tu​ral oc​cur​ren​ces, by his own in​sa​nity? The cra​zi​es might not be crazy af​ter all, but the sa​ne co​un​ter​parts to El​li​ot’s psycho​tic bre​ak. But no-no that co​uldn’t be, be​ca​use, in the sa​me way you know when you’re dre​aming and when you’re awa​ke, El​li​ot knew this was all hap​pe​ning and his ex​pe​ri​en​ces of it ac​cu​ra​te. He wasn’t mad, tho​ugh a part of him wis​hed he we​re.

    “Evajean,” he sa​id, nud​ging her arm, “I ne​ed to qu​it. I ha​ve to sle​ep.”

    She kic​ked at the to​uch, but then tur​ned to sta​re at him, still far from awa​ke, and sig​hed. “Whe​re are we?”

    “I’m go​ing to pull over,” he sa​id, not ans​we​ring her qu​es​ti​on. With the stre​et lights out and the truck’s own he​ad​lights dim, he hadn’t be​en ab​le to ma​ke out many ro​ad signs. He didn’t know whe​re they we​re. “Are you hungry?” he as​ked.

    She sho​ok her he​ad.

    “Okay,” he sa​id. “Go back to sle​ep.”

    She did, and, af​ter a few mo​ments, so did he.

    There we​re no dre​ams, not that he re​mem​be​red, and El​li​ot awo​ke to ra​in. The sun had co​me up not long be​fo​re and now he lo​oked out on a grey stretch of fre​eway, three empty la​nes in both di​rec​ti​ons. He tur​ned to Eva​j​e​an, se​e​ing flas​hes of her with the box ra​ised over her he​ad in Na​hom, and sa​id, “Eva​j​e​an, wa​ke up. It’s mor​ning.”

    She shif​ted, rol​ling to the si​de and pus​hing at the se​at​belt. Ho​pe yaw​ned in her lap.

    “What ti​me is it?” she as​ked, blin​king.

    “I don’t know.”

    “We stop​ped.”

    “I co​uldn’t go any​mo​re.” He’d rol​led the win​dow back up, aga​inst the chill, be​fo​re nod​ding off, and the win​dows had a thin la​yer of fog. He wi​ped at them now.

    “That’s okay,” she sa​id. “I’m sorry I can’t help.”

    “With the dri​ving?”

    She nod​ded.

    “I’ll ma​na​ge,” he sa​id. “Do you want anyt​hing to eat?”

    “No,” she sa​id. “But I sho​uld. I gu​ess I just- I fe​el sick.”

    “Yeah. Me too. I’ll see what I can find.” He clim​bed out and in​to the ra​in. It wasn’t he​avy and felt go​od as he wal​ked aro​und to the back of the truck and dug thro​ugh the bed un​til he’d co​me up a bag​ged lo​af of bre​ad and se​ve​ral ap​ples. For Ho​pe, he to​ok a hand​ful of jerky.

    The three ate and lo​oked out ac​ross the pa​ve​ment and tho​ught abo​ut what was next.
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    Twice he al​most as​ked her abo​ut Na​hom, al​most pres​su​red her to re​mem​ber, but the tra​uma was too clo​se and he set the qu​es​ti​ons asi​de. Ins​te​ad, he ad​dres​sed the con​ti​nu​ing first leg of the​ir ex​pe​di​ti​on.

    “We’re still go​ing to Co​lo​ra​do,” he sa​id, when fi​nis​hed his se​cond sli​ce of bre​ad.

    “Are you as​king?”

    “No. We still are, right?”

    “Yeah. Su​re. All this stuff we saw, El​li​ot, I don’t think it sho​uld stop us.”

    “No,” he sa​id.

    “So ye​ah, we’re still go​ing to Co​lo​ra​do. And then on up to Mon​ta​na, was it? I’m sorry, I can’t re​mem​ber. It fe​els li​ke it’s be​en so long sin​ce we tal​ked abo​ut this. But it’s only be​en-”

    “A few days.”

    “Man,” she sa​id. “Only a few days. I’m so ti​red.”

    “So am I.”

    “In Co​lo​ra​do-and I still think I’m right abo​ut that-in Co​lo​ra​do, we’ll be okay. Sa​fe. If an​yo​ne’s left the​re, then they’ll know what to do.”

    “What is the​re to do?” El​li​ot as​ked. He whis​pe​red it, to him​self mo​re than her.

    “What is the​re? El​li​ot, we’ll be sa​fe. Who​ever’s the​re will ma​ke us sa​fe. That’s whe​re they we​re ta​king ever​yo​ne-”

    “Taking the de​ad ones.”

    “But that me​ans so​met​hing’s the​re.”

    “Sure,” he sa​id.

    “What’s wrong?” She tos​sed an ap​ple co​re out the win​dow, whe​re it bo​un​ced on the gra​vel curb. “I me​an, of co​ur​se tons is wrong, but what’s wrong right now?”

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id.

    “Elliot…”

    “I don’t know.”

    “Okay.” She pic​ked up Ho​pe and scratc​hed his chin. The dog yaw​ned. “We won’t go the​re, I gu​ess. So,” she shim​mi​ed back​wards in​to her se​at, sit​ting up stra​ight, “what’s next then, stay on this ro​ad?”

    “I think so,” El​li​ot sa​id. “It was I-70 all the way. That go​es thro​ugh Den​ver.”

    “How far?”

    “I don’t know. Co​uld be-”

    “We don’t ha​ve a map,” she sa​id, li​ke this was so​met​hing new and dist​res​sing.

    “No.”

    “So we don’t know whe​re we are. Ha​ve you ever ma​de this dri​ve?”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “We we​re in Ca​li​for​nia and then we ca​me out he​re. But I flew-to ta​ke ca​re of things-and Cla​ri​ne and Cal​lie dro​ve. You?”

    “No,” she sa​id. “But, hey, we’ll see so​met​hing we re​cog​ni​ze even​tu​al​ly, right?”

    “I ho​pe so.”

    The ra​in stop​ped then and Eva​j​e​an ope​ned her do​or, let​ting Ho​pe dash out​si​de. She clim​bed out af​ter him. “I ne​ed to pee,” she sa​id. She smi​led at him. “You sho​uld too, you know. With tho​se cra​zi​es may​be still out the​re, I don’t want to ha​ve to stop aga​in.”

    Elliot nod​ded and pus​hed open his do​or. The air out​si​de felt go​od: chil​led and damp, but cle​an. He scratc​hed the si​de of his fa​ce and sta​red out over the flat and grassy earth in what he was al​most cer​ta​in was north. And the​re, so​me dis​tan​ce away, he saw a bul​ge. It’s only rocks, he tho​ught. Hu​ge rocks. But it wasn’t, El​li​ot knew, be​ca​use rocks wo​uldn’t mo​ve.

    Evajean was co​ming aro​und the si​de of the truck, zip​ping her je​ans. “You see that?” he sa​id to her, po​in​ting.

    “Where?” Then she saw and sto​od up stiff. “Elli​ot, what is that?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “It’s mo​ving.”

    “Yeah.”

    She squ​in​ted, step​ping for​ward. “It’s co​ming to​wards us.”

    She was right. Wha​te​ver was mo​ving along the ho​ri​zon, smo​oth and even, got big​ger as he watc​hed and, as it drew clo​ser, he co​uld see that it was tur​ning. “Back in the truck,” he sa​id and Eva​j​e​an nod​ded, still sta​ring. “Now,” he sa​id and grab​bed her arm. She pul​led away from him and ran to whe​re Ho​pe was pla​ying in the grass. But then the dog saw it too and, bar​king fi​er​cely, ran away from them, away from the truck, and ac​ross the fi​eld. Eva​j​e​an scre​amed its na​me and fol​lo​wed, stumb​ling thro​ugh low shrubs.

    Elliot cur​sed. That thing had to be dan​ge​ro​us be​ca​use the en​ti​re world had go​ne dan​ge​ro​us and now, as he watc​hed the only two li​ving be​ings he co​uld co​unt on not to at​tack him char​ge in the di​rec​ti​on of this new and ter​rif​ying be​ast, he flus​hed with a de​ep hat​red of everyt​hing the world had do​ne to him. It wo​uldn’t stop-this vi​le world enj​oyed every mi​nu​te of it.

    “Stop!” he sho​uted af​ter her. “Stop!” But she didn’t and the puppy was fast, wi​de​ning the gap bet​we​en them and shrin​king the dis​tan​ce to the be​ast-and he co​uld see that it was a be​ast be​ca​use the​re we​re legs chur​ning, dri​ving the grey bulk for​ward.

    It was the si​ze of a two bed​ro​om bun​ga​low. A fat, slick body pul​sed and rol​led over legs as thick and me​ti​cu​lo​us as an elep​hant’s, tho​ugh at le​ast twi​ce as nu​me​ro​us. And the fa​ce… Cal​lie had watc​hed this show abo​ut tra​ins, tal​king tra​ins, and she’d ma​de them buy her the merc​han​di​se on three con​se​cu​ti​ve birth​days, and now, watc​hing this thing clo​se the dis​tan​ce, he co​uld swe​ar the fa​ce was one of tho​se tra​ins. Mo​re to​othy, yes, and with lar​ger, wa​tery eyes, but the sa​me fa​ce no​net​he​less. The​re was no neck and no in​di​ca​ti​on of an ac​tu​al he​ad-just the hor​rib​le fe​atu​res stam​ped on the front of a gro​tes​que lump of a body, li​ke a de​cal glu​ed to a car’s ho​od. And El​li​ot knew the ha​te the world had for him went de​eper than ta​king his wi​fe and child, de​eper than strip​ping him of the li​fe he’d lo​ved, and des​cen​ded all the way to po​un​ding on the fra​gi​le walls of his mind.

    The cra​zi​es he co​uld un​ders​tand in the​ir pse​udo-hu​ma​nity, and even the fi​re​works from Eva​j​e​an back in that mad town. The​se last we​re, at the very le​ast, the ac​ti​ons of a wo​man he knew. This thing, ho​we​ver, which stumb​led and chur​ned thro​ugh the grass and ra​in, was un​fat​ho​mab​le.

    So he didn’t bot​her trying. Ins​te​ad, he ran af​ter Eva​j​e​an and kept his he​ad down, not lo​oking at the thing. It was just anot​her thre​at, li​ke the cra​zi​es, and as long as he tho​ught of it that way, his mind wo​uld let him thro​ugh this.
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    The cre​atu​re was a hund​red yards away when El​li​ot ca​ught up to Eva​j​e​an. She sho​uted Ho​pe’s na​me whi​le run​ning af​ter him, bent low low to sco​op him up if he got wit​hin dis​tan​ce. Aga​in El​li​ot cal​led for her to stop, but Eva​j​e​an had be​co​me at​tac​hed to the ani​mal-and fo​cu​sing on it me​ant not ha​ving to lo​ok up at the be​ast.

    He grab​bed her and pul​led back at just the ti​me she ca​ught hold of Ho​pe’s ta​il. The dog bar​ked in pa​in as Eva​j​e​an ha​uled it up and El​li​ot was surp​ri​sed to he​ar it, re​ali​zing with so​me fas​ci​na​ti​on that the cre​atu​re was char​ging them wit​ho​ut so​und. It’s fe​et thud​ded in​to the grass, yes, but it wasn’t how​ling or ro​aring or snar​ling. It was simply lo​oking at the two of them as it ran.

    “Truck!” he sho​uted at Eva​j​e​an and tur​ned, yan​king her, not lo​oking for a res​pon​se. But she ran with him, the cre​atu​re clo​se be​hind. He co​uld smell it now, a shark so​ur​ness li​ke old swe​at and uri​ne. This is it, his mind scre​amed. I’ve go​ne mad. I’m do​ne.
    Evajean pul​led in front of him, fas​ter than he co​uld mo​ve. The truck co​uldn’t be this far away, co​uld it? Why was it ta​king so god​damn long to get the​re? He pus​hed him​self and then ma​de the mis​ta​ke of lo​oking back. The best was clo​se, only a do​zen yards away at most, and now he co​uld see that its grey skin wasn’t just slick but oozed, cle​ar li​qu​id spil​ling out of cir​cu​lar ri​ses in the flesh li​ke tiny vol​ca​no​es. He wan​ted to vo​mit.

    The truck was the​re sud​denly, right in front of them. He fumb​led in his poc​ket for the keys, still run​ning, and fo​und them. Be​hind him, the cre​atu​re his​sed, a so​und li​ke a phlegmy cat. The dog bar​ked so ra​pidly in Eva​j​e​an’s arms that it so​un​ded li​ke a sing​le long and exc​ru​ci​ating call for help.

    Then they we​re in​si​de the ve​hic​le, so​me​how with the cre​atu​re not yet upon them. El​li​ot sho​ved the key in, tur​ned it, and gun​ned the en​gi​ne. The monst​ro​us thing stop​ped at this, re​aring back, its front fo​ur legs co​ming off the gro​und and kic​king. El​li​ot jer​ked his fo​ot down on the gas and twis​ted the whe​el, for​cing the truck out on​to pa​ve​ment.

    They’d only ma​de it up to twenty fi​ve mi​les per ho​ur when the cre​atu​re re​co​ve​red from its fright or con​fu​si​on and star​ted af​ter them aga​in. Lo​we​ring its he​ad, it shif​ted its ga​it in​to so​met​hing smo​ot​her, clo​ser to a gal​lop-tho​ugh the legs along its length un​du​la​ted li​ke a ca​ter​pil​lar’s.

    As the truck ac​ce​le​ra​ted, so did the mons​ter, ke​eping pa​ce and al​ways re​ma​ining a few car lengths be​hind. Eva​j​e​an was twis​ted aro​und in her se​at, sta​ring out the back, whi​le Ho​pe bar​ked madly from un​der her se​at. El​li​ot watc​hed the​ir pur​su​er in the re​ar​vi​ew mir​ror, fi​er​cely thank​ful that the high​way was cle​ar of aban​do​ned ve​hic​les.

    The cre​atu​re ope​ned it’s mo​uth and, from wit​hin the ring of te​eth, pus​hed out its pink and tu​bu​lar ton​gue. Its co​lor lo​oked al​most hu​man. “Ma​ke it go fas​ter,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, her vo​ice only just lo​ud eno​ugh to be audib​le over the truck’s en​gi​ne.

    The be​ast sur​ged for​ward and its ton​gue slap​ped the re​ar of the truck, which sho​ok he​avily on its stuff sus​pen​si​on, tos​sing El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an aga​inst the​ir se​at belts. The dog bar​ked fu​ri​o​usly from un​der the se​at and tri​ed to climb to the back win​dow. El​li​ot pus​hed down har​der with his fo​ot, but the pe​dal was al​re​ady on the flo​or.

    The cre​atu​re’s ton​gue hit them aga​in and thro​ugh the mir​ror El​li​ot saw a box tumb​le out of the bed. Aga​in he cur​sed him​self for not ha​ving a gun on hand, ins​te​ad le​aving them pac​ked away with the rest of the sup​pli​es. The cre​atu​re fell back se​ve​ral yards and co​ug​hed, its mo​uth for​cing open even wi​der than it had be​en, rows of te​eth and a se​cond ton​gue ref​lec​ting the sun punc​hing thro​ugh the clo​uds.

    “What is it?” Eva​j​e​an sho​uted at him, but he ig​no​red her.

    She twis​ted in her se​at, lo​oking out the back. “I think we’re lo​sing it,” she sa​id.

    Elliot nod​ded. Ahe​ad, the high​way cur​ved to the left aro​und a small la​ke and a gro​ve of tre​es. Was the cre​atu​re too big to get thro​ugh them? he won​de​red. Co​uld they hid in the​re, li​ke they had with the wa​re​ho​use? He had to de​ci​de qu​ickly, for they we​re now only thirty se​conds or so from the gro​ve.

    As the tre​es ca​me ne​ar, ho​we​ver, the de​ci​si​on was ma​de for him. El​li​ot had go​ne tight thro​ugh the turn, pul​ling in​to the left la​ne and clo​ser to the tre​es. At the apex of the cur​ve, with the tre​es no mo​re than twenty fe​et away, just on the ot​her si​de of a li​ne of conc​re​te bar​ri​ers, anot​her of the cre​atu​res burst out from the ve​ge​ta​ti​on. It kic​ked thro​ugh the conc​re​te, sen​ding lar​ge chunks skit​te​ring un​der the fe​et of the first cre​atu​re-which trip​ped and rol​led on the pa​ve​ment.

    Elliot scre​amed along with Eva​j​e​an this ti​me, and jer​ked the truck to the right, away from this new thre​at. It stra​ined aga​inst the turn, co​ming bri​efly up on two whe​els, be​fo​re cras​hing back down, al​most knoc​king the wind out of him. He ten​sed his hands on the whe​el, stra​ining to ke​ep the truck un​der cont​rol. Ho​pe how​led over Eva​j​e​an.

    The truck bo​un​ced and then ste​adi​ed, and El​li​ot ma​na​ged to for​ce it back on​to a path that wo​uld ke​ep it on the ro​ad. Thro​ugh the mir​ror he co​uld see the first cre​atu​re get​ting back to its fe​et-a mo​ve​ment that lo​oked very much li​ke a mil​le​pe​de un​cur​ling-whi​le the se​cond sto​od over it, lic​king its grey skin with that enor​mo​us ton​gue.

    “-going to fight,” Eva​j​e​an was sa​ying, but El​li​ot didn’t sha​re her op​ti​mism. The lic​king did not lo​ok ag​gres​si​ve but com​for​ting-and “I’m sorry for knoc​king you over” ges​tu​re.

    He was right. The first cre​atu​re, on​ce righ​ted, ran its ton​gue along the hi​de of its com​pa​ni​on and then the two star​ted aga​in in the di​rec​ti​on of the truck.

    In front of El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an was only open ro​ad and a sign for a rest stop in a qu​ar​ter of a mi​le.

    “We’re go​ing to do it aga​in,” El​li​ot sa​id, wit​ho​ut tur​ning to lo​ok at Eva​j​e​an.

    “What?”

    “Get out, get in​si​de. That rest stop, we’re go​ing to dri​ve to it and jump out and bre​ak a win​dow if we ha​ve to, but we’re go​ing to get in​si​de. Be​ca​use tho​se things-”

    “They’re too big to fol​low us,” she sa​id.

    The truck had top​ped out on spe​ed. The vib​ra​ti​ons from the over​ta​xed en​gi​ne we​re ter​rib​le and this short con​ver​sa​ti​on had the warb​le of tal​king in​to a fan. The cre​atu​res had re​ga​ined most of the gro​und lost du​ring the​ir col​li​si​on, and we​re now run​ning si​de by si​de, ton​gu​es still out, re​ac​hing to​ward the truck.

    He had no idea if this plan wo​uld work. With the cra​zi​es, it had be​en only a mat​ter of out​run​ning them, of be​ing ab​le to get far eno​ugh away to lo​se them in the cha​os of the in​dust​ri​al comp​lex. But run​ning he​re wasn’t an op​ti​on. The​ir only ho​pe was to get to a pla​ce whe​re the cre​atu​res co​uldn’t re​ach them and then ho​pe they got ti​red of the hunt and wan​de​red off. No mat​ter what they we​re, no mat​ter how the be​asts had got he​re, they we​re ani​mals, and El​li​ot pra​yed they’d be​ha​ve as such.

    “What if we can’t get in?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, sho​uting over the en​gi​ne.

    “We’ll bre​ak the do​or or a win​dow.”

    “What if we can’t?”

    He didn’t want to lis​ten to this, so he stop​ped pa​ying her any at​ten​ti​on, and fo​cu​sed on ke​eping the truck out of the re​ach of tho​se ton​gu​es. He pul​led the whe​el to the right and the cre​atu​res to​ok ran thro​ugh se​ve​ral stri​des be​fo​re adj​us​ting. They’re stu​pid, he tho​ught. May​be they won’t even know to fol​low us when we stop. May​be they’ll just stay with the truck.
    “The exit!” Eva​j​e​an sho​uted, grab​bing his arm.

    He yan​ked it away from her, ter​ri​fi​ed she’d run them off the ro​ad, and she pul​led back. But her vo​ice still car​ri​ed only ex​ci​te​ment. “Pull off at the next exit!”

    “Why?”

    “Do it,” she sa​id, and El​li​ot de​ci​ded he wo​uld. He didn’t know what she had in mind but the tho​ught of not be​ing ab​le to get in​si​de the rest stop of or it be​ing one with only a small shack of bath​ro​oms, easily smas​hed down, oc​cur​red to him, and he knew he co​uldn’t co​unt on his plan wor​king. They dro​ve past the pull off for the stop and he felt no loss in its pas​sing.

    “There!” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. An exit was just ahe​ad. El​li​ot pul​led on​to it and, a mo​ment lat​ter, the cre​atu​res tur​ned and fol​lo​wed. “Now go un​der!” she yel​led at him. “Go un​der the over​pass.”

    He re​ali​zed what she was get​ting at and ho​ped to hell it wo​uld wo​uld work. Co​uld the cre​atu​res re​al​ly be that stu​pid? He didn’t know, but it damn well bet​ter be the ca​se, he tho​ught. Be​ca​use if the cre​atu​res fi​gu​red this one out, he and Eva​j​e​an we​re pro​bably as scre​wed as they’d ever be​en sin​ce set​ting out on this inc​re​asingly imp​ru​dent jo​ur​ney.

    He twis​ted the whe​el to the left and aga​in felt the truck le​an. But it held ste​ady this ti​me and his hands on the whe​el did the sa​me. The over​pass was only a short dis​tan​ce in front of them and he flus​hed with ho​pe when he saw that it was cle​arly too low for the cre​atu​res to run thro​ugh.

    Just be so fuc​king dumb, he tho​ught at the cre​atu​res, and dro​ve un​der​ne​ath.
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    The cre​atu​re in front tur​ned to fol​low. It re​ared back, ho​we​ver, just yards away from col​li​ding the top half of its tu​bu​lar body with the conc​re​te and ste​el only ele​ven fee abo​ve the pa​ve​ment. As El​li​ot sped away, he saw the se​cond cre​atu​re slam in​to the first, both fal​ling, and then the truck was on​to the cur​ve of the on ramp and he​ading back on​to the high​way to​wards the east. As they dro​ve ac​ross the over​pass, he co​uld see the two cre​atu​res pa​cing ran​domly, twis​ting the​ir front qu​ar​ters, lo​oking for the truck. They re​al​ly *are that stu​pid,* he tho​ught.

    Evajean che​ered and clap​ped and El​li​ot grin​ned at this small burst of luck. “Smart,” he sa​id.

    “Yeah?”

    “Yeah.” Then they both just sat qu​i​etly, bre​at​hing and enj​oying the sen​se of re​li​ef.

    “What do you think tho​se things we​re?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked af​ter so​me ti​me. She’d pul​led Ho​pe out from un​der the se​at and now had the dog on her lap, scratc​hing its ears.

    “I don’t know.”

    “It’s just that they we​re li​ke ani​mals, but ones I’ve ne​ver he​ard of. I gu​ess- I me​an, whe​re co​uld they ha​ve co​me from?”

    Elliot tho​ught abo​ut this, but didn’t ha​ve an ans​wer. They we​re ima​gi​nary mons​ters, not zoo cre​atu​res, not so​met​hing es​ca​ped from a na​tu​re pre​ser​ve. You can’t exp​la​in stuff li​ke that, he told him​self, just li​ke you can’t exp​la​in most everyt​hing that’s hap​pe​ned sin​ce pul​ling in to that Wal-Mart par​king lot.

    “It’s ge​ne​tics,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, so​un​ding surp​ri​sed. “Li​ke GMOs.”

    “What?”

    “Like tho​se fran​ken​fo​ods. Ge​ne​ti​cal​ly mo​di​fi​ed or​ga​nisms. You know Juras​sic Park?”

    “Yeah.”

    “With the di​no​sa​urs they bro​ught back with ge​nes from am​ber? I bet that’s what hap​pe​ned with the pla​gue and the cra​zi​es and tho​se things. I bet so​me​one en​gi​ne​ered so​met​hing, may​be was trying to bu​ild a new kind of ani​mal, and they ma​de the pla​gue by mis​ta​ke.”

    “Maybe,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “No, that’s it,” Eva​j​e​an con​ti​nu​ed, ex​ci​ted now. “When the pla​gue sho​wed up, it was be​ca​use so​me​one let it out of a lab. May​be they did it on pur​po​se, you know, but I think it was mo​re of a mis​ta​ke. And the el​derly and kids got sick first, be​ca​use that’s the way it al​ways is-they’re we​aker. And then be​ca​use it was, well, it was a sci​en​ce ex​pe​ri​ment, it mu​ta​ted. It was uns​tab​le. Adults co​uld get sick, too. And it mu​ta​ted aga​in and we go the cra​zi​es.”

    Elliot tho​ught may​be she was on to so​met​hing, so he let her ke​ep go​ing, wan​ting to he​ar what el​se she had.

    “And he​re’s the thing, El​li​ot. Tho​se cre​atu​res back the​re, I bet they we​re the sci​en​ce ex​pe​ri​ment. The pla​gue is just so​met​hing they ha​ve, li​ke tric​hi​no​sis and pork.”

    When she sa​id this last, El​li​ot ga​ve up on the idea. Ge​nes co​uld bu​ild a new ani​mal, su​re, and cre​ate the pla​gue-even dri​ve pe​op​le in​sa​ne. But the things they’d se​en in Na​hom, what Eva​j​e​an had do​ne, tho​se just co​uldn’t be exp​la​ined by a screw up in a lab.

    “And we’re im​mu​ne,” Eva​j​e​an was sa​ying when El​li​ot fi​nal​ly res​pon​ded to her the​ory.

    “No,” he sa​id. “I don’t think so. It ma​kes sen​se, but I just don’t think that’s how it is.”

    Evajean stop​ped tal​king and sta​red at him. She didn’t lo​ok hurt-just di​sap​po​in​ted. “But it is,” she sa​id. “It has to be.”

    “I just don’t think so,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Then what-”

    “It’s Na​hom. That’s what I ke​ep co​ming back to. What hap​pe​ned the​re af​ter we we​re at​tac​ked.”

    “But I-”

    “Don’t re​mem​ber it, I know. But you we​re the​re in that ca​ve when they kil​led the girl. You saw-”

    “I don’t know what I saw.”

    “Yes, you do. So do I. We saw spi​rits, or so​met​hing li​ke spi​rits-ghosts, I gu​ess. We saw them co​me out of tho​se pe​op​le. And no mat​ter how ad​van​ced the vi​rus that ca​me off tho​se cre​atu​res is, it co​uldn’t ma​ke spi​rits ri​se from li​ving hu​man be​ings.”

    Evajean was si​lent. She tur​ned, lo​oking out the win​dow and pet Ho​pe. Then she sa​id, her vo​ice small, “What do you think it is, then?”

    Elliot shrug​ged. “The end ti​mes,” he sa​id. “May​be this is the end of the world.”

    She tur​ned to fa​ce him now, the ex​ci​te​ment go​ne, her fe​atu​res slack. “No,” she sa​id.

    “That’s what I think.”

    “But you don’t even- You don’t be​li​eve that stuff, do you, El​li​ot?”

    “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “Be​fo​re, no, no​ne of it. It’s all just old bo​oks and pe​op​le on TV who are cle​arly de​lu​si​onal. Li​ke in Na​hom. Tho​se bo​oks in the ho​use they ga​ve us? It’s all crap, I’m su​re of that. No​ne of it’s true.” He stop​ped and suc​ked in a lar​ge bre​ath. “But the​re’s so​met​hing go​ing on and I’m star​ting to think the only way to desc​ri​be it is so​met​hing li​ke what’s in tho​se bo​oks. So​met​hing ot​her​worldly.”

    Evajean was qu​i​et. And then she la​ug​hed. “I just want to get to Co​lo​ra​do,” she sa​id. “Or Mon​ta​na or whe​re​ver. That’s when we’ll know. When we find the Ho​le, that’s when we’ll know.”

    “What if it’s jut a body dump? A big pi​le of corp​ses.”

    “It won’t be, she sa​id. “It’ll be so​met​hing mo​re than that. So​met​hing that’ll exp​la​in all this.” She la​ug​hed aga​in and punc​hed him lightly on the arm. “Su​per​na​tu​ral? El​li​ot, that’s silly. Tho​se spi​rits in the ca​ve? Pro​bably just us be​ing re​al​ly ti​red and then all tho​se bright torc​hes in such a small pla​ce. When we got out, when the cra​zi​es ca​me, I don’t know what co​uld’ve ca​me over me, but if I had to gu​ess, I’d say ex​ha​us​ti​on-a wa​king dre​am, right? Or may​be you we​re the one dre​aming. And who knows abo​ut the cra​zi​es. May​be they all di​ed be​ca​use they we​re sick. May​be the he​at from all the fi​res kil​led them. It co​uld be anyt​hing.”

    She stop​ped, lo​oking at him for ap​pro​val of this new exp​la​na​ti​on. But he co​uldn’t gi​ve it be​ca​use, as much as he wan​ted to be​li​eve everyt​hing she’d just sa​id, he knew no​ne of it was true.

    “Perhaps,” he sa​id fi​nal​ly. “Ye​ah, per​haps.”
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    For the next fif​te​en ho​urs they dro​ve, stop​ping only to eat, re​li​eve them​sel​ves, and fill the truck’s tank with gas from the me​tal drums fo​ra​ged in Na​hom. The con​ver​sa​ti​on abo​ut what was go​ing on con​ti​nu​ed, but in the ab​sen​ce of a mun​da​ne exp​la​na​ti​on, it qu​ickly be​ca​me fu​ti​le. Any su​per​na​tu​ral ans​wer might work, af​ter all, sin​ce all we​re un​bo​und by a ne​ces​sary cong​ru​en​ce to known facts. This didn’t stop them from tos​sing ide​as back and forth, but the re​sult was only mo​re con​fu​si​on.

    I-64 tur​ned in​to I-70, but the ro​ads re​ma​ined empty. For the who​le of tho​se fif​te​en ho​urs, they didn’t see anot​her car or any of the cra​zi​es. As the ex​ci​te​ment of the brush with the cre​atu​res fa​ded, the dri​ve to​ok on a ple​asant at​mosp​he​re: the sce​nery was be​a​uti​ful and lack of anyt​hing to run in​to ga​ve El​li​ot the op​por​tu​nity to lo​ok out and enj​oy it.

    Eventually they’d ag​re​ed to hold off on any furt​her spe​cu​la​ti​on un​til they re​ac​hed Co​lo​ra​do. If they fo​und the Ho​le the​re, then may​be all the​ir qu​es​ti​ons wo​uld be ans​we​red-a pre​dic​ti​on Eva​j​e​an in​sis​ted on ma​in​ta​ining. And, as had ori​gi​nal​ly be​en the plan, if Co​lo​ra​do was a bust, they’d he​ad north in​to Mon​ta​na and check out the story of the truck dri​ver in the bar.

    Several ho​urs af​ter it got dark, El​li​ot pul​led off the ro​ad, gat​he​red the guns from the back of the truck. When the​se we​re pla​ced wit​hin easy re​ach, the two of them til​ted back the​ir se​ats and went to sle​ep. As be​fo​re, mo​tels we​re ava​ilab​le off se​ve​ral exits, but the idea of be​ing ca​ught aga​in by the cra​zi​es ma​de ta​king ad​van​ta​ge of them se​em fo​olish.

    Evajean fell as​le​ep al​most im​me​di​ately, Ho​pe cur​led in her lap, but El​li​ot had a mo​re dif​fi​cult ti​me. The se​at only went slightly furt​her back than in air​li​ne co​ach, and the pad​ding in​si​de had har​de​ned with age. He twis​ted, trying to find a com​for​tab​le po​si​ti​on, but no​ne wor​ked, eit​her gi​ving his he​ad not​hing to le​an on or el​se for​cing his spi​ne to an awk​ward ang​le. Af​ter per​haps an ho​ur of this he ga​ve up and got out of the truck.

    The night air had shed much of its he​at and he was aga​in re​min​ded that this was the end of Sep​tem​ber and he and Eva​j​e​an had only the en​gi​ne of an old truck to ke​ep them warm. Even the ho​tels wo​uld be un​he​ated.

    He dug aro​und in the back of the truck un​til he fo​und an ap​ple. Ta​king a bit, he re​tur​ned to the front and sat down on the ho​od.

    The sky was cle​ar and the mo​on just a pen​cil li​ne arc over​he​ad. El​li​ot le​aned back on the winds​hi​eld and pul​led his jac​ked tight. He fi​nis​hed his ap​ple whi​le lo​oking up at the stars and tri​ed to for​ce him​self not to re​turn to the prob​lem of unans​we​red qu​es​ti​ons.

    When he was do​ne and too cold to stay out​si​de, he got back in​to the truck and tur​ned it on. Eva​j​e​an wo​ke up only bri​efly, tur​ning and gi​ving him a qu​es​ti​oning lo​ok, then fell as​le​ep aga​in. Af​ter a few mi​nu​tes, on​ce the cab was at a com​for​tab​le tem​pe​ra​tu​re, he kil​led the en​gi​ne and re​su​med his ef​forts to get so​me rest.

    By mor​ning, the sky had cle​ared en​ti​rely. Low, flat clo​uds cut the sun, but it was still warm eno​ugh that they we​re ab​le to dri​ve with the win​dows down. Ho​pe pus​hed his he​ad out and, whi​le Eva​j​e​an held him tight, pan​ted in​to the wind.

    Elliot dro​ve with a shot gun jam​med in next to his se​at, re​ady this ti​me for any new cre​atu​res that might char​ge the truck. He wasn’t con​cer​ned with the cra​zi​es any​mo​re, at le​ast not in the sen​se of fe​ar for his li​fe, but the co​in​ci​den​ce of tho​se two cre​atu​res be​ing right by whe​re he and Eva​j​e​an stop​ped was too gre​at-he was su​re the​re wo​uld be a lot mo​re out the​re.

    “We sho​uld be the​re to​mor​row mor​ning,” he sa​id and Eva​j​e​an lo​oked at him, nod​ding.

    “Just one mo​re night. We can do that.” She shrug​ged. “And if the​re are pe​op​le the​re, may​be we can even sle​ep in re​al beds. I fe​el ex​ha​us​ted all the ti​me now.”

    “It’s stress.”

    “That, ye​ah,” she sa​id, “but I bet it’s al​so from sle​eping in a truck.”

    That af​ter​no​on, af​ter they’d stop​ped to eat a small me​al, and with no furt​her sign of stran​ge be​asts, El​li​ot tri​ed brin​ging up Na​hom aga​in, but the res​pon​se was the sa​me. She didn’t re​mem​ber anyt​hing and didn’t want to talk abo​ut it.

    “I re​al​ly don’t know what you want me to tell you,” she sa​id af​ter he’d pres​sed her to think back, to try to re​mem​ber anyt​hing of what had hap​pe​ned.

    Elliot sig​hed. “I don’t know eit​her,” he sa​id. “Do you ha​ve the box? Can you ta​ke it out for a se​cond?”

    Evajean re​ac​hed aro​und be​hind her se​at and pul​led out the small, gol​den cu​be. It was abo​ut the si​ze of a ru​bik’s cu​be and per​fectly smo​oth on all si​des, the ed​ges and po​ints crisp but not too sharp to hold.

    “Can you lo​ok at it for me?” El​li​ot sa​id. He didn’t want to stop dri​ving just to ins​pect the cu​be.

    “There’s not​hing on it.”

    “No se​ams? Anyt​hing li​ke that?”

    Evajean tur​ned the box aro​und in her hands, hol​ding it up in front of her fa​ce. “No,” she sa​id.

    “Even at-”

    “Wait!” She pul​led the box very clo​se un​til it al​most to​uc​hed her no​se.

    “What is it?”

    “Stop,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id and wa​ved her hand at him. “Just let me lo​ok.”

    She twis​ted the box, aro​und and aro​und, scan​ning her eyes along each of its twel​ve ed​ges. “The​re’s so​met​hing…” she sa​id and pus​hed her fin​ger​na​il aga​inst the me​tal.

    Elliot he​ard a click and Eva​j​e​an jum​ped back in her se​at, drop​ping the cu​be on​to the flo​or at her fe​et. She bent down and pic​ked it up. “Lo​ok,” she sa​id.

    Elliot did. Then he put his fo​ot on the bre​ak, slo​wed the truck and pul​led off on​to the sho​ul​der. He kil​led the ig​ni​ti​on and le​aned over to lo​ok at the box.

    Evajean had ope​ned a se​am along one of its ed​ges. The me​tal was pul​led wi​der at the cen​ter than the cor​ners, li​ke a small chan​ge pur​se. Eva​j​e​an held the ope​ning up to her eye but then drop​ped it down and sho​ok her he​ad. “I can’t see anyt​hing,” she sa​id.

    “Can you open it mo​re?”

    She pus​hed her fin​ger in​si​de. El​li​ot had a mo​men​tary vi​si​on of the think snap​ping shut, a hungry lit​tle mo​uth, but then Eva​j​e​an lo​oked at him and grin​ned. “I think I just ne​ed to…” she sa​id and pul​led the box open the rest of the way.

    There was no so​und as hid​den se​ams along the top and bot​tom fell open. The two hal​ves fol​ded back on each ot​her. The in​si​de was fil​led with she​ets of pa​per, aged and yel​low, but not crumb​ling. Each was fil​led with tiny let​te​ring in clo​se rows. It was a bo​ok.

    “What do​es it say?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    Evajean flip​ped the pa​ges. “I can’t re​ad it. The let​ters aren’t eng​lish ones.” She tur​ned a few mo​re of the small she​ets. “So​me lo​ok li​ke math symbols. Did you ta​ke cal​cu​lus?”

    Elliot nod​ded.

    “They lo​ok li​ke tho​se.”

    “Is it math?”

    “I don’t think so. The​re aren’t any num​bers. It just lo​oks li​ke math in so​me spots.” She le​aned back, set​ting the open cub in her lap. “No​ne of this is go​ing to be easy, is it?” she sa​id.

    “What isn’t?”

    “But I gu​ess this co​uld just be so​me sort of old bo​ok, you know? Or a child’s toy. Why do​es it ha​ve to be im​por​tant?”

    “It was glo​wing,” El​li​ot sa​id. “And you held it over yo​ur he​ad and used it to kill all the cra​zi​es. I think the​re has to be so​met​hing to it.”

    “Then you see if you can fi​gu​re it out,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, han​ding him the bo​ok.

    Elliot to​ok it. The cu​be was light, may​be only a qu​ar​ter of a po​und, and the si​de felt slick, al​most oily. The pa​ges in​si​de we​re thick li​ke go​od qu​ality sta​ti​onary and, up clo​se, he co​uld see that what he’d tho​ught was the yel​lo​wing of age was re​al​ly just the pa​per’s na​tu​ral​ly dark cre​am co​lor. Eva​j​e​an was right abo​ut the lo​ok of the symbols. Squ​ig​gles and mat​he​ma​tics li​ke cha​rac​ters and things that lo​oked li​ke the de​signs on a pi​ece of she​et mu​sic fil​led each pa​ge top to bot​tom, mar​gin to mar​gin. Each let​ter-if they we​re let​ters-was tiny, only an eighth of an inch tall, and they we​re pac​ked to​get​her wit​ho​ut spa​ces. El​li​ot didn’t re​cog​ni​ze any of it.

    “I ha​ve no idea what this says,” he told Eva​j​e​an. “This co​uld be what the cra​zi​es spe​ak.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “I gu​ess it co​uld.”

    “They spe​ak the​ir own lan​gu​age, you know? You can tell lis​te​ning to them. Of co​ur​se this might be so​met​hing el​se en​ti​rely, but the cra​zi​es we​re tal​king to us-tal​king to me-and we fo​und this bo​ok in the sa​me pla​ce they we​re. If I had to bet, I’d bet they’re the sa​me thing.”

    Evajean to​ok the bo​ok back from him. “How are we go​ing to trans​la​te it?”

    “I don’t know. If the​re was a uni​ver​sity still run​ning, we co​uld find a pro​fes​sor, so​me​one who can re​ad an​ci​ent lan​gu​ages, but I don’t think that’s go​ing to hap​pen.”

    Evajean la​ug​hed. “If the​re’s a who​le uni​ver​sity still run​ning,” she sa​id, “we can gi​ve up on the Ho​le en​ti​rely and set​tle down in that col​le​ge town. May​be eat Ra​men.”

    Elliot la​ug​hed with her but he knew trans​la​ting this bo​ok was cri​ti​cal. They’d fo​und it for a re​ason and it had be​en what dro​ve the cra​zi​es away in Na​hom, what kil​led them in such spec​ta​cu​lar fas​hi​on. The bo​ok had po​wer and it was the sa​me kind of po​wer, he was su​re, that ma​de the cra​zi​es crazy and the pe​op​le of Na​hom ha​ve the​ir sha​dow spi​rits.
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    They might ha​ve left the cra​zi​es be​hind and es​ca​ped the pur​su​ing cre​atu​res, but El​li​ot wasn’t wil​ling to ac​cept the worst was pas​sed. They we​re he​ading to the Ho​le and it might ans​wer the​ir qu​es​ti​ons, but tho​se ans​wers wo​uld only be a con​ti​nu​ati​on of the od​di​ti​es al​re​ady ex​pe​ri​en​ced. Everyt​hing ti​ed to​get​her. And mo​re li​kely than not, the Ho​le wo​uld only con​fo​und.

    They wo​uld ha​ve to wa​it to find out what the Ho​le me​ant, ho​we​ver. That night the​ir con​cern be​ca​me just get​ting the​re.

    The sun was a few ho​urs down when El​li​ot first no​ti​ced the shim​mer low in the sky. Eva​j​e​an had fal​len as​le​ep, le​aned aga​inst the do​or with Ho​pe aga​in in her lap.

    Elliot le​aned for​ward over the ste​ering whe​el and squ​in​ted out in​to the dark. Up ahe​ad, due west, and lo​wer than the spar​se clo​uds, a li​ne of light flic​ke​red. It re​min​ded him of pho​tog​raphs of the Nort​hern Lights, tho​ugh the co​lors stuck to oran​ges and muddy yel​low. At first he to​ok it for the lights of a city, but qu​ickly re​ali​zed the ex​tent of it, the dis​tan​ce it stretc​hed to the north and the so​uth, was just too gre​at. No city was the that big.

    He didn’t wa​ke up Eva​j​e​an, tho​ugh. She ne​eded the sle​ep be​ca​use he’d ma​de up his mind that, in the mor​ning, he’d for​ce her to re​mem​ber what had hap​pe​ned in Na​hom. He’d for​ce her to tell the truth. Of co​ur​se, he didn’t know she was lying, but her eva​si​ve​ness re​sul​ted from so​mew​he​re. And El​li​ot was ti​red of it. He wan​ted to fi​gu​re this thing out.

    After a few mi​nu​tes mo​re, the lights we​re brigh​ter, mo​re dis​tinct. He co​uld see a top to them, a spot in the low sky whe​re they cut off. He slo​wed, sta​ring up.

    It was a wall of light, may​be a mi​le or mo​re tall-wit​ho​ut anyt​hing to jud​ge it by, tel​ling for su​re was im​pos​sib​le. But it was bright and-he squ​in​ted aga​in-thick. The light was fil​ling the truck’s cab now, the co​lor of a sun​set.

    Evajean sat up, blin​king. “It’s mor​ning,” she sa​id.

    “No.”

    She lic​ked her lips and lo​oked aro​und. “It’s mor​ning. I slept-”

    “It’s not mor​ning,” El​li​ot sa​id. Po​in​ted ahe​ad of them. “Lo​ok.”

    Evajean sat for​ward, still not fully awa​ke. “What is that?” she sa​id.

    “It’s light,” he sa​id. “It’s a big wall of light.”

    “Why are we still dri​ving?” She tur​ned to fa​ce him. “Why are you dri​ving to​ward it?”

    “I want to see.”

    Evajean la​ug​hed. “Stop the car, El​li​ot.”

    He did, not bot​he​ring to pull out of the​ir la​ne. “That’s whe​re we ha​ve to go, Eva​j​e​an,” he sa​id. “It’s bet​we​en us and Co​lo​ra​do.”

    “We can go aro​und it.”

    “No, I don’t think we can. It’s hu​ge. And it’s just light. It’s li​ke the auro​ra bo​re​alis.”

    “How do you know?”

    “I don’t.”

    “So it might kill us,” she sa​id. “It might be a fi​re or may​be its that stuff you sa​id ca​me out of the box, the stuff that kil​led all the cra​zi​es. And it co​uld do exactly the sa​me thing to us.”

    “Evajean, how much we​ird stuff ha​ve we se​en sin​ce we left Char​lot​tes​vil​le? How much ha​ve I se​en that you don’t even re​mem​ber? Let’s just go see what this is be​ca​use if we don’t, we’re go​ing to be run​ning away from it. The who​le god​damn world has chan​ged. It’s not the sa​me as be​fo​re. And we’re part of that or el​se all this shit wo​uldn’t be hap​pe​ning to us-it wo​uld’ve ig​no​red us if we didn’t ha​ve a ro​le to play. Right now, mo​re than fin​ding the Ho​le, mo​re than even sta​ying sa​fe, I want to know what that ro​le is. So every damn we​ird thing we see, I’m dri​ving this truck right at it. If you don’t want to, we’ll see if we can find you a ve​hic​le in the next town we pass and you can ta​ke as many of the sup​pli​es as you want, and you can dri​ve ho​me or try to dri​ve aro​und that thing up the​re. You can do what you want. But this is what I want to do.”

    Evajean sat qu​ite pus​hed Ho​pe away when he nuz​zled in​to her arm. She didn’t talk for se​ve​ral mi​nu​tes and ga​ve no in​di​ca​ti​on she’d he​ard anyt​hing he’d sa​id. El​li​ot even won​de​red in the light had trig​ge​red anot​her tran​ce.

    But then she cle​ared her thro​at. “Okay,” she sa​id.

    “Okay? Okay, what?”

    “Let’s go,” she sa​id. “Let’s see what it is up the​re.”

    “You’re su​re?”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id. “Let’s do it. I want to find the Ho​le, you know that, but li​ke you sa​id, it’s all bo​und to be part of the sa​me thing. So we’ll fi​gu​re out what’s go​ing on. I me​an, what el​se do we ha​ve to do? Be​si​des find a lit​tle ho​use, set​tle down, and re​po​pu​la​te the hu​man ra​ce.”

    Elliot la​ug​hed at this, then star​ted the truck aga​in and ac​ce​le​ra​ted to​ward the cur​ta​in of light.

    “I’m sorry,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id af​ter a few mi​nu​tes.

    “For what?” The light was now mo​re dis​tinct but was dif​fi​cult to fo​cus on. El​li​ot’s eyes kept slip​ping from one spot to anot​her, unab​le to find anyt​hing but ep​he​me​ral blobs of shif​ting co​lor.

    “You’ve got​ta be re​al​ly frust​ra​ted with me. Abo​ut not be​ing ab​le to tell you what you want to know. I wish I co​uld re​mem​ber, but I can’t.” She sig​hed. “Are you af​ra​id of me?”

    “No,” he sa​id, but that wasn’t en​ti​rely true.

    “If you’re right, abo​ut what I did, then I kil​led a who​le lot of pe​op​le. And you’ve be​en we​ird ever sin​ce we got out of that pla​ce.”

    Elliot shrug​ged. “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “I’m not re​al​ly sca​red, so much as just- I sup​po​se it’s that I don’t know what el​se is go​ing to hap​pen. You still ha​ve the box and we know it’s a bo​ok but we don’t know what it do​es.”

    “Or what it did.”

    “That too. Do​es this ma​ke sen​se? That I’m not sca​red of you-”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Re​al​ly, I think I’m sca​red of me. Why is this hap​pe​ning?”

    “The thing that’s still bot​he​ring me,” El​li​ot sa​id, “is how we got to be the only pe​op​le left be​si​des Na​hom and just hap​pe​ned to be ac​ross the stre​et. That’s why I’m not sca​red of you-be​ca​use 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-li​ke I did in the town-may​be the​re’s so​met​hing abo​ut me that stops the pla​gue. Sin​ce you we​re right the​re, ac​ross the stre​et-”

    “What abo​ut ever​yo​ne el​se who was the​re, too? My wi​fe, my da​ugh​ter? Henry? Why we​ren’t they sa​ved by yo​ur-by yo​ur aura?”

    “So it’s so​met​hing spe​ci​al abo​ut you, too.”

    “That’s what I think,” El​li​ot sa​id. “You sa​id- I re​mem​ber you sa​ying that Henry tal​ked you in​to mo​ving to Char​lot​tes​vil​le.”

    “Uh huh.”

    “Well, you know Cla​ri​ne is the one who got us to mo​ve the​re, too. I ne​ver wo​uld’ve en​ded up in Vir​gi​nia if it hadn’t be​en for her.”

    “I don’t get it.”

    “Maybe they had so​met​hing to do with it, as well. Cla​ri​ne and Henry.”

    “That’s nuts.”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Henry didn’t know anyt​hing abo​ut this.”

    “He’s the one who told you to go to Co​lo​ra​do.”

    “No-” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, but stop​ped.

    “He told you that’s whe​re the Ho​le is. If we hadn’t be​ing go​ing to Co​lo​ra​do, we wo​uldn’t ha​ve en​ded up in Na​hom, we wo​uldn’t ha​ve fo​und the box.”

    “But what abo​ut you?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “The​re’s yo​ur story abo​ut Mon​ta​na, too. That-was it a truc​ker?-that story you he​ard. How the Ho​le was in Mon​ta​na? We’re only dri​ving to Co​lo​ra​do be​ca​use I sa​id I’d go to Mon​ta​na af​ter, if we didn’t find anyt​hing.”

    Elliot nod​ded. “You’re right. But think abo​ut it. It’s be​ca​use of Cla​ri​ne and Henry that we en​ded up li​ving ac​ross the stre​et from each ot​her. And it’s be​ca​use of Henry that we fo​und Na​hom.”

    “I don’t think Henry had anyt​hing to do with it.”

    “You’re su​re?”

    “Henry had not​hing to do with it.”

    “Okay,” El​li​ot sa​id. “May​be I’m just in a cons​pi​ra​to​ri​al fra​me of mind.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “I’m sorry then.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    This la​test ar​gu​ment, and the si​len​ce that fol​lo​wed, car​ri​ed on long eno​ugh to get them to the wall of light. And a wall it was, they qu​ickly le​ar​ned. A bar​ri​er thro​ugh which con​ti​nu​ed tra​vel pro​ved im​pos​sib​le.
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    Elliot sto​od fi​ve fe​et away, the he​at ple​asant on his fa​ce. He tur​ned back to lo​ok at Eva​j​e​an. She le​aned aga​inst the si​de of the truck, hands in her poc​kets, sta​ring for​ward at this new re​min​der that re​ality had be​co​me very dif​fe​rent thro​ugh the co​ur​se of the​ir jo​ur​ney. Ho​pe sat on the dash​bo​ard, bar​king, the so​unds muf​fled by the glass.

    He shif​ted his at​ten​ti​on back to the wall. It war​ped and chur​ned, yel​lows and browns and oran​ges, the sur​fa​ce slick and bul​ging li​ke blown glass. He step​ped for​ward. The he​at wasn’t bad, clo​ser to a camp​fi​re than an in​fer​no, but get​ting too clo​se wo​uld burn him no​net​he​less. Hands outst​retc​hed, he to​ok a co​up​le of steps clo​ser.

    The de​ta​ils of the wall we​re dif​fi​cult to fo​cus on. Everyt​hing shif​ted, his eyes along with it, such that sta​ring too long re​sul​ted in a mild he​adac​he. What is it? he tho​ught. It’s not light. It’s so​met​hing el​se. As far as he co​uld tell, it went on fo​re​ver in both di​rec​ti​ons, north and so​uth, and cut di​rectly ac​ross the wi​de la​nes of the fre​eway. They’d ha​ve to find a way aro​und if they we​re to con​ti​nue. Even if the truck co​uld hand​le the he​at, El​li​ot had the fe​eling the bar​ri​er was so​lid, that it wo​uld re​pel them as ef​fec​ti​vely as conc​re​te.

    “We’ll dri​ve north,” he cal​led back to Eva​j​e​an, “and see if we can get aro​und that way.”

    The wall mes​me​ri​zed him. As to the north and so​uth, it se​emed to con​ti​nue fo​re​ver up​ward, cur​ving back away from them gently li​ke a do​me. Whe​re it plun​ged in​to the gro​und, the asp​halt glo​wed in a thin, bright li​ne. He wal​ked ac​ross the ro​ad and past the curb, fol​lo​wing it. In the dirt and grass, the li​ne was pa​ler but still no​ti​ce​ab​le, the co​lor of mol​ten ste​el.

    “How are we go​ing to get north?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id from be​hind him.

    Elliot tur​ned. She was stan​ding a few fe​et away, sta​ring be​yond him at the bar​ri​er. “What do you me​an?” he sa​id.

    “There aren’t any ro​ads. The​re’s this one, but we can’t ta​ke it any​mo​re and it do​esn’t go north, be​si​des.”

    “I don’t know,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Go back? Dri​ve back un​til we hit so​met​hing he​ading the right di​rec​ti​on?”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id.

    “I don’t trust the truck off ro​ad, if that’s what you me​an.”

    “Yeah.”

    “If it bre​aks down,” he sa​id, “we’ll be pretty much stuck. Out he​re, on the high​way, we can may​be find so​met​hing el​se, but out the​re”-he po​in​ted ac​ross the end​less grass-”we’re out of luck.”

    “Okay,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “We’ll go back and find anot​her away aro​und. I wish the truck had one of tho​se ro​ad at​las bo​oks.”

    “Me, too,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “You re​ady?”

    “What do you think this is?” he sa​id, lo​oking aga​in at the bar​ri​er.

    “Who knows?” she sa​id. “Mo​re of the sa​me. Mo​re stuff we don’t un​ders​tand.” She star​ted back to the truck. “Co​me on, El​li​ot. I’m ex​ha​us​ted. I can’t ke​ep my eyes open. Any​way, if we can’t find a way aro​und, you’ll get lots of ot​her chan​ces to lo​ok at that thing.”

    “You’re pro​bably right,” El​li​ot sa​id and fol​lo​wed her.

    Hope stop​ped bar​king as so​on as Eva​j​e​an ope​ned the truck’s do​or. On​ce set​tled, the two of them fell as​le​ep wit​hin mi​nu​tes, whi​le El​li​ot dro​ve east.

    Shortly be​fo​re the sun ca​me up, El​li​ot fo​und a pro​mi​sing exit and to​ok it, now dri​ving ro​ughly north, pa​ral​lel to the bar​ri​er. Eva​j​e​an wo​ke up so​me ti​me la​ter and they stop​ped long eno​ugh to eat a qu​ick bre​ak​fast of ap​ples and oat​me​al war​med on the en​gi​ne block. Ho​pe de​vo​ured a few strips of jerky.

    Elliot lost track of whe​re they we​re but get​ting back to the high​way only me​ant tur​ning aro​und, so he didn’t worry abo​ut it and just dro​ve. Off in the dis​tan​ce to the​ir left, the bar​ri​er co​uld oc​ca​si​onal​ly be se​en, but it was mostly lost in the gla​re of the co​ol Sep​tem​ber sun.

    “What do we do if we can’t find a way aro​und?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “We will. That thing can’t go on fo​re​ver.”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id, “it can. We’ll ha​ve to go back. Gi​ve up on fin​ding anyt​hing out.” She to​ok a small bi​te from her ap​ple. “Wha​te​ver it is, the Ho​le, I bet it’s on the ot​her si​de.”

    “That’s pro​bably true,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “It’s- I bet it’s the Ho​le that’s ma​king that thing.”

    Elliot re​mem​ber Eva​j​e​an stan​ding tall in Na​hom, the gol​den box-the gol​den bo​ok-held high over her he​ad, and a fi​eld of energy for​cing back the cra​zi​es. He sho​ok his he​ad. “Re​gard​less, we ne​ed to try to get aro​und it. If the Ho​le’s back the​re, if it’s the ca​use of that light, then it’s a lot mo​re than just whe​re they’re ta​king the de​ad.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “I wish I knew what we’ve got​ten our​sel​ves in​to.”

    “I don’t think we got our​sel​ves in​to anyt​hing. So​met​hing got us.”

    Then Eva​j​e​an scre​amed. “Elli​ot! Lo​ok out!” She was sta​ring out her win​dow and, as El​li​ot jer​ked the whe​el, start​led, he saw two mo​re of tho​se cre​atu​res, the tu​bu​lar be​ats with the enor​mo​us fa​ces, char​ging ac​ross the empty fi​eld to the east to​ward them.

    “Goddamn,” he sa​id, and pus​hed his fo​ot down on the gas, hard. The truck co​ug​hed and lurc​hed for​ward. The cre​atu​res clo​sed, the​ir arc ta​king them on​to the ro​ad be​hind El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an.

    These we​re smal​ler than the first two had be​en, only a few fe​et tal​ler than the cab of the truck, and slo​wer, but they had no tro​ub​le at all ke​eping pa​ce.

    We ne​ed to find so​me pla​ce to hi​de, El​li​ot tho​ught. The over​pass trick isn’t go​ing to work on the​se.
    “There!” Eva​j​e​an sho​uted. Co​ming up was an exit le​ading to a small truck stop town. What had ca​ught her at​ten​ti​on was a mo​dest church ma​de of sto​ne. They co​uld hi​de in the​re.

    Again El​li​ot tho​ught of Na​hom. But tho​se cre​atu​res we​ren’t the cra​zi​es, just ani​mals. They wo​uldn’t be ab​le to open the do​ors and we​re too big to co​me in thro​ugh the win​dows. In​si​de, he and Eva​j​e​an co​uld wa​it them out.

    He to​ok the exit, the cre​atu​res per​haps twenty yards be​hind. The truck bo​un​ced thro​ugh the cur​ve, roc​king as he bro​ught it stra​ight aga​in. The church was clo​se, and he knew they co​uld ma​ke it.

    “We’re go​ing to ha​ve to run,” he sa​id. “Be re​ady.”

    Evajean nod​ded.

    Elliot bra​ced him​self, then hit the bre​aks hard. The truck shud​de​red and slo​wed, co​ming to a stop just in from of the church’s hu​ge wo​oden do​ors.

    “Go!” he sho​uted, jum​ping out. Eva​j​e​an fol​lo​wed, clutc​hing Ho​pe to her chest. They ran, cros​sing the do​zen fe​et to the ent​ran​ce.

    And fo​und it loc​ked.
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    The cre​atu​res had stop​ped at the truck, snif​fing the con​tents in the back, the​ir flat fa​ces pres​sed fully in​to the bar​rels and bo​xes. El​li​ot co​uld see them in​ha​ling, rid​ges sli​ding along the sur​fa​ce of the​ir bo​di​es. He tur​ned to Eva​j​e​an.

    “Around back. The​re has to be anot​her way in.”

    There was. A si​de ent​ran​ce, whi​te pa​int pe​eling aro​und the do​or’s tiny win​dow, sto​od open a few inc​hes. El​li​ot le​aned his he​ad to the crack, but Eva​j​e​an pus​hed it open and ran past him, strug​gling with Ho​pe in her arms. El​li​ot fol​lo​wed.

    They we​re in a small of​fi​ce, dark but for a bit of light co​ming thro​ugh a sta​ined glass win​dow aga​inst the back wall. El​li​ot tho​ught bri​efly of Na​hom, but pus​hed it away. He tur​ned and pul​led the do​or shut, twis​ting the de​ad​bolt in​to pla​ce. The ro​om felt so​lid and sa​fe.

    “I think this’ll be okay,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an. She le​aned aga​inst the desk and set Ho​pe down. The dog yip​ped and this star​ted snif​fing aro​und her fe​et.

    She nod​ded. “This is pro​bably best,” she sa​id.

    “Waiting them out?”

    “You think they’ll le​ave? I me​an, how long do you think it’ll ta​ke?”

    Elliot shrug​ged. “They’re ani​mals,” he sa​id.

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Gu​ess we’ll just ha​ve to see.” She pus​hed off the desk and sto​od up. “We sho​uld lo​ok aro​und-if we’re gon​na be he​re a whi​le.”

    “Sure,” El​li​ot sa​id. He was thin​king abo​ut the truck, abo​ut all the​ir fo​od and sup​pli​es back the​re and how much tro​ub​le they’d be in if the cre​atu​res dest​ro​yed all that or so​me​how di​sab​led the ve​hic​le.

    Another do​or was set in​to the op​po​si​te wall. Eva​j​e​an ope​ned it and pe​ered out. Then she pul​led her he​ad back and lo​oked at him. “The​re’s light,” she sa​id. “Cand​les, I think.”

    “Is so​me​one-”

    “Who’s the​re?” The vo​ice was strong but muf​fled by the ba​rely open do​or. Eva​j​e​an jum​ped back. Ho​pe dar​ted thro​ugh the ope​ning, nud​ging it wi​der with his no​se un​til he co​uld fit.

    “Who-” the vo​ice sa​id aga​in, then gas​ped. “A dog? Is that- How did you get in he​re, puppy?” They co​uld he​ar Ho​pe’s ex​ci​ted bar​king.

    “I think it’s okay,” El​li​ot whis​pe​red to Eva​j​e​an and she nod​ded. “I’m gon​na go out,” he sa​id.

    He pul​led the do​or open, let​ting mo​re of the cand​le light in​to the of​fi​ce, and step​ped thro​ugh. Eva​j​e​an was clo​se be​hind. Se​ve​ral do​zen cand​les we​re se​tup up along the rows of pews, with mo​re clus​te​red on the small al​ter at the church’s front. Stan​ding ne​ar this, bent down and scratc​hing Ho​pe be​hind the ears, was a fat man in je​ans and a gre​et t-shirt. His swe​aty fa​ce ref​lec​ted back the oran​ge light.

    Hope tur​ned to lo​ok at El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an and the man sto​od up qu​ickly, his eyes wi​de. “I don’t ha​ve anyt​hing,” he sa​id, hol​ding up his hands.

    “It’s okay,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, ta​king a step clo​ser.

    The man bac​ked up. “I don’t ha​ve anyt​hing and, be​si​des, this is a church. You can’t go and hurt so​me​one in a church.”

    “We’re not go​ing to hurt you,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “We’re only hi​ding,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Just un​til tho​se things out​si​de go away.”

    “What things?” The man sa​id, his hands still up. Then he mo​aned. “Oh, god, are the​re mo​re of them? Are they back?”

    “Those big cre​atu​res, the ones with the flat fa​ces, if that’s what you me​an-ye​ah, they’re back. They cha​sed us in he​re. We don’t want to hurt you and we don’t want to ta​ke anyt​hing. We ha​ve a truck out​si​de and are just go​ing to wa​it in he​re un​til its sa​fe to go out and get to it, get out​si​de and dri​ve away.”

    The man’s arms had slowly co​me down whi​le El​li​ot was tal​king and now he sat down aga​inst the al​ter, re​ac​hing out aga​in for Ho​pe. “This yo​ur dog?” he sa​id.

    “Hope,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “That’s Ho​pe.”

    “She lo​oks li​ke a go​od dog,” the man sa​id.

    “He is,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “A very go​od dog.” She wal​ked half the dis​tan​ce to​ward him and, when he didn’t re​act, cros​sed the re​ma​in​der. She sat down ac​ross from him, scratc​hing one si​de of Ho​pe’s he​ad whi​le he scratc​hed the ot​her. “It’s okay with you, then? If we stay he​re?”

    “Oh, su​re,” the man sa​id. “Sorry abo​ut that. I don’t me​an to be all ri​led up, but it’s just that it’s be​en a whi​le sin​ce I- God, it’s be​en a whi​le sin​ce I saw an​yo​ne.”

    “Us too,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, and El​li​ot was glad she didn’t men​ti​on Na​hom or the cra​zi​es. The​re’d be ti​me for that la​ter, but now he just wan​ted to know who this man was. What we​re the chan​ces, El​li​ot tho​ught, of run​ning in​to anot​her se​emingly nor​mal per​son in the one ran​dom spot they get cha​sed to?

    “I’m El​li​ot Bis​hop,” El​li​ot sa​id, wal​king over and hol​ding out his hand.

    The man sto​od up and to​ok it, his grip ten​ta​ti​ve at first, but then firm. “Mel​vin Wer​ner,” he sa​id. He tur​ned to Eva​j​e​an.

    “Evajean Rho​des,” she sa​id, and the two of them sho​ok hands as well.

    “Evajean,” the Mel​vin sa​id. “And El​li​ot, and Ho​pe. Li​ke I sa​id, you all are the first pe​op​le I’ve se​en in what has to be a few months at le​ast.”

    “You’ve be​en he​re all that ti​me?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    “Mostly. My car bro​ke down not far from he​re and this is whe​re I kind of just en​ded up. Got a gro​cery sto​re with plenty of fo​od a qu​ar​ter mi​le up the ro​ad, but it’s he​re I’ve be​en all the rest of the ti​me. I’m a church man, you know? Fe​els best when I’m in a pla​ce li​ke this.”

    “Those things out​si​de,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “the cre​atu​res, ha​ve you se​en them a lot?”

    Melvin swal​lo​wed. “I ha​ve. Rat​her mo​re than I’d li​ke to, in fact. That’s anot​her re​ason I’ve be​en sta​ying he​re ins​te​ad of the sto​re. I li​ke the sto​ne bet​we​en me and them.”

    Elliot un​ders​to​od that. It’s why he and Eva​j​e​an had fled to the church as well.

    “But if you just wa​it, gi​ve them ti​me, they’ll le​ave. Didn’t catch how many the​re we​re, I re​call.”

    “Now? Just the two,” El​li​ot sa​id. Eva​j​e​an had pic​ked up Ho​pe and was tur​ning slowly, lo​oking aro​und the in​te​ri​or of the church.

    “See, the thing I’ve no​ti​ced,” Mel​vin sa​id, “is they stick aro​und lon​ger the mo​re of them the​re is. Just one and you can bet it’ll get bo​ard of snif​fing at the walls and he​ad off so​mew​he​re in a few ho​urs. Two tends to be half a day at le​ast. One ti​me the​re we​re fo​ur of the things and I was in he​re three damn days be​fo​re they left. Got low on fo​od and wa​ter, too.”

    “So it’ll be half a day for this pa​ir?”

    “That’s be​en my ex​pe​ri​en​ce,” Mel​vin sa​id. He to​ok a step back to ad​dress both El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an. “Now, you all hungry? Can I get you so​met​hing to eat. And I truly am sorry abo​ut the way I be​ha​ved just be​fo​re. Wasn’t very wel​co​ming of me at all. Li​ke I sa​id, it’s be​en a whi​le sin​ce I’ve se​en any​body and it was rat​her a shock to ha​ve you two sud​denly stan​ding right the​re.”

    Neither of them was hungry, but Eva​j​e​an to​ok him up on the of​fer, pla​ying the gra​ci​o​us ho​use gu​est whi​le El​li​ot to​ok a lo​ok aro​und. The church was tiny, only big eno​ugh for may​be eighty pe​op​le to fit com​for​tably on the pews, and Mel​vin had pla​ced ne​arly half that many cand​les thro​ug​ho​ut. They fa​iled to fill the pla​ce with light, but they ga​ve eno​ugh il​lu​mi​na​ti​on that what sha​dows the​re we​re didn’t fe​el thre​ate​ning. The thick sta​ined glass kept out the ma​j​ority of the sun.

    Outside, El​li​ot co​uld still he​ar the cre​atu​res mil​ling abo​ut. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly one wo​uld wan​der past a win​dow, a blur​red sha​pe, hu​ge and me​na​cing, and on​ce the do​ub​le do​ors thud​ded and sho​ok, but Mel​vin was right: the church felt so​lid and sa​fe.

    Melvin had go​ne in​to anot​her ro​om, op​po​si​te the of​fi​ce to them all so​met​hing to eat and Eva​j​e​an was in front of the al​ter, lo​oking at the ta​pest​ri​es that hung over it.

    Elliot let out a long bre​ath. He didn’t trust Mel​vin, not af​ter everyt​hing they’d be​en thro​ugh sin​ce le​aving Vir​gi​nia, but he felt his gu​ard slip​ping, and then let it di​sap​pe​ar en​ti​rely as the rich smell of bre​wing cof​fee drif​ted thro​ugh the old church.
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    The do​ors thum​ped aga​in. Mel​vin stuck his he​ad out, lo​oking at them, then at El​li​ot. “Oh, it’s pretty sa​fe. They’ll bang away for fif​te​en mi​nu​tes then get ti​red of it. I won​der if it hurts them, kic​king it or ram​ming it or wha​te​ver it is they do out the​re? Any​way, the do​ors ha​ve held up ni​cely every ot​her ti​me-no re​ason to think they’ll gi​ve out now.” He di​sap​pe​ared back in​to the si​de ro​om.

    Elliot rol​led his eyes slowly, sha​king his he​ad. They’d held up ni​cely. That was go​od to he​ar.

    And they did hold up. Mel​vin re​tur​ned shortly from the ot​her ro​om, Eva​j​e​an fol​lo​wing be​hind. She had a cup of cof​fee in each hand, and Mel​vin has the sa​me in his right, but in his left hung a be​ige gro​cery bag, which he set down on a pew. El​li​ot to​ok a cof​fee from Eva​j​e​an whi​le Mel​vin ope​ned it.

    “Now,” Mel​vin sa​id, hol​ding up the fo​od, “it’s not the best to go with cof​fee, es​pe​ci​al​ly go​od cof​fee li​ke this-which is from Who​le Fo​ods and had only be​en in the back of my car for a lit​tle whi​le-but it’ll ha​ve to do. Which kind do you want?” He had Twin​ki​es and Hos​tess Cup​ca​kes and El​li​ot didn’t ca​re which be​ca​use they both lo​oked won​der​ful. Days of ap​ples and jerky and oat​me​al had him cra​ving swe​ets.

    Elliot grab​bed a Twin​kie and pul​led open the pac​ka​ging. He to​ok a sip of the cof​fee-which was qu​ite go​od-and then to​ok a bi​te. It ma​de him fe​el li​ke he was ho​me aga​in, li​ke this all hadn’t re​al​ly hap​pe​ned and it was Sun​day mor​ning, early and re​la​xed. He sat down and fi​nis​hed the fo​od and drink to the so​unds of the cre​atu​res still mil​ling aro​und out​si​de. An ho​ur la​ter, the cre​atu​res we​re still the​re, tho​ugh the​ir ban​ging at the do​ors and walls of the church had be​co​me less cons​tant and ent​hu​si​atic. Eva​j​e​an had go​ne to sle​ep on a pew and Mel​vin was sit​ting with a bo​ok he’d fo​und in the small si​de of​fi​ce. El​li​ot tri​ed to nap, but sle​ep wo​uldn’t co​me, and so he pa​ced, lo​oking over the con​tents of the church, so​me​ti​mes lo​oking thro​ugh the sta​ined glass at the hu​ge sha​pes wan​de​ring by. Even​tu​al​ly, Eva​j​e​an got up and fed Ho​pe. The dog fi​nis​hed its fo​od and lay down next to her. She smi​led at El​li​ot and he smi​led back. He didn’t know how long they’d ha​ve to wa​it he​re, but the wa​iting wasn’t bad.

    He and Eva​j​e​an we​re le​aning aga​inst the al​ter, chat​ting abo​ut ti​mes be​fo​re the pla​gue, when Mel​vin re​tur​ned from one of his trips to the of​fi​ce for bo​oks and wal​ked over to them.

    “Do you ha​ve it?” he as​ked. “I know you do be​ca​use I saw it. In the dre​am. I saw it and this very mo​ment, the two of you stan​ding right the​re and that dog- Can I see it?” Mel​vin was tremb​ling with ex​ci​te​ment. He’d left a pi​le of bo​oks on the flo​or be​hind him and now sto​od, hug​ging him​self, whi​le he as​ked his qu​es​ti​ons.

    Elliot lo​oked at Eva​j​e​an. He fa​ce had go​ne tight, her lips pres​sed in​to a li​ne. She held Ho​pe to her chest, and the dog be​gan grow​ling low in its thro​at. The calm of a mo​ment ago was go​ne.

    He tur​ned back to Mel​vin. “See what?”

    “The box. The one you ha​ve with you. I know you ha​ve it. The dre​ams, over and over aga​in, they’re tel​ling me that you ha​ve it and that I ne​ed to see it. I just ha​ve to.”

    “Do you know what it is?” El​li​ot as​ked. Eva​j​e​an still had the box in her co​at poc​ket, but he wasn’t go​ing to tell Mel​vin that, not yet.

    “It’s a mes​sa​ge. A po​wer​ful mes​sa​ge for the two of you, but only I can tell you how to re​ad it. Don’t you see? This all was plan​ned. All of it.” He was glan​cing back and forth ra​pidly bet​we​en the two of them, his eyes wa​tery. “I can tell you how to re​ad it,” he sa​id.

    “Then do it,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, start​ling El​li​ot. He tur​ned to see her ta​king the brass box out of her poc​ket. She held it out to Mel​vin. El​li​ot wan​ted to stop her, to slap her hand down, to ke​ep the box away from this sud​denly stran​ge man. But he co​uldn’t, be​ca​use what cho​ice did they ha​ve? It was use​less to them as is, un​less Eva​j​e​an co​uld ma​ke it glow aga​in. Then they might use it as a we​apon, but right now the box was just a con​ta​iner full of pa​ges of gib​be​rish.

    “Ahh.” Mel​vin’s hands sho​ok as he re​ac​hed for the box. Eva​j​e​an let him ta​ke it and Mel​vin pul​led it clo​se to his fa​ce, run​ning his fin​gers along the sur​fa​ce. He bac​ked up and sat down in the first row. “This- It’s exactly li​ke in the dre​ams. I knew it wo​uld be, of co​ur​se, but to ac​tu​al​ly see it… I can’t be​li​eve you ca​me.”

    “What is it?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked.

    “I be​li​eve it’s yo​ur gu​ide,” he sa​id. “Can you show me how to open it?”

    Evajean did and Mel​vin flip​ped the pa​ges with won​der. “I can re​ad this,” he sa​id. “Just li​ke the dre​ams told me I co​uld, I can re​ad it.”

    “What lan​gu​age is it?”

    “Oh, it’s so​met​hing clo​se to Egyp​ti​an. Did I men​ti​on that? I stu​di​ed an​ti​qu​iti​es for a long ti​me, got my doc​to​ra​te in it, in fact. It was my job for many ye​ars to re​ad the insc​rip​ti​ons on ar​ti​facts the mu​se​um bro​ught in and, now, he​re’s anot​her one. But it’s not exactly Egyp​ti​an, no. It’s dif​fe​rent. The let​ters aren’t at all the sa​me. But I just know it’s a si​mi​lar lan​gu​age.”

    He pe​ered clo​sely at one of the pa​ges, scan​ning over the li​nes of text. “It says, ‘For tho​se-’ No, no, it says, ‘For the ones-’ That’s it. I can re​ad it,” he sa​id aga​in, lo​oking up and grin​ning, li​ke a child who’d just fi​gu​red out long di​vi​si​on. “I’ll re​ad it to you.”

    Evajean and El​li​ot wal​ked over and sat down on eit​her si​de of him, le​aning in to lo​ok at the pa​ges. Mel​vin stu​di​ed the bo​ok for a mo​ment mo​re, whis​pe​ring un​der his bre​ath, and then sat back. “The Ones Mighty and Strong,” he sa​id. “That’s who this is for and, if I’m un​ders​tan​ding this all cor​rectly, the bo​ok and the dre​ams, they’re you. El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an,” he sa​id, “the Ones Mighty and Strong.”
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    They lo​oked at each ot​her. Mo​re gib​be​rish, El​li​ot tho​ught. Mo​re use​less in​for​ma​ti​on that did not​hing to sort out the​ir mad si​tu​ati​on. And so he la​ug​hed.

    “You think I’m joking?” Mel​vin sa​id. He held the bo​ok clo​se to his fa​ce aga​in and re​ad. “They will co​me, wo​man and man. They will co​me at the start of the age of as​cen​si​on, when the Mad King Mo​ro​ni spre​ads his arms ac​ross the world and the an​ci​ents re​turn to the land. They will co​me, the Mighty and the Strong, and they will ba​nish the dark​ness and end the Mad King’s re​ign.“

    “That’s bul​lshit,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Let him fi​nish,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Melvin re​ad. “A wo​man and a man, sa​ved from de​so​la​ti​on, alo​ne in a world con​su​med by Mo​ro​ni’s mad​ness-“

    “That’s the na​me!” Eva​j​e​an sa​id and Mel​vin stop​ped, lo​oking up at her. “What the cra​zi​es sa​id in the wa​re​ho​use. Mo​ro​ni. That’s what they told us, El​li​ot.”

    Elliot was qu​i​et, thin​king back. The wo​man in Wal-Mart, the first crazy they’d se​en, what had she mumb​led be​fo​re she di​ed? Mo​re. Ex​cept it hadn’t be​en “mo​re,” but “Mo​ro​ni.” She’d be​en unab​le to spe​ak thro​ugh the pa​in and inj​ury, but she’d tri​ed to tell them, too, just as the cra​zi​es had even​tu​al​ly. Mo​ro​ni.

    “I don’t un​ders​tand,” he sa​id.

    “You think I do?” Mel​vin sa​id. He set the bo​ok down. “Lo​ok, okay? I got my PhD in an​ti​qu​iti​es, in an​ci​ent lan​gu​ages and cul​tu​res. It’s what I ta​ught for a lot of ye​ars, un​til- But I kept up with it, even af​ter, and then-I don’t know how long ago, may​be aro​und the sa​me ti​me ever​yo​ne got them​sel​ves sick-then the dre​ams star​ted. I saw this bo​ok and the two of you and I knew what I had to do. See, it’s my job to ma​ke su​re you get this and that you know what it says. I hid out when things got dan​ge​ro​us, even when they ca​me af​ter me-”

    “Who?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “The cra​zi​es?”

    “They we​ren’t crazy,” Mel​vin sa​id. He shif​ted in his se​at, ner​vo​us. “At le​ast I don’t think they we​re. Just men. With guns. Six or se​ven of them bro​ke in​to my ho​use. I was sle​eping, but I he​ard them and I hid. I was in the clo​set, the kind with the slats on the do​or. That sort of thing ne​ver works, but this ti​me it did, and I lo​oked out and saw them. Hu​ge men and I think they had rif​les. They we​re lo​oking for me, but even​tu​al​ly they left. That’s when I ran away, and I just kept run​ning un​til I was he​re.” He held out his hands, en​com​pas​sing the full swe​ep of the small church. “They ne​ver did find me,” he sa​id.

    “I’m sorry,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Melvin sho​ok his he​ad. “You’re he​ar, li​ke the dre​ams sa​id. That’s re​al​ly what mat​ters, isn’t it? That the dre​ams ca​me true?”

    “What el​se do​es the bo​ok say?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    And so Mel​vin Wer​ner re​ad it to them and El​li​ot ca​me slowly to re​ali​ze just how in​sa​ne the world had go​ne.

    A lot of it ma​de lit​tle sen​se, the lan​gu​age un​re​adab​le, the let​ters just squ​ig​gles Mel​vin in​sis​ted had no me​aning. But the parts that we​re in​tel​li​gib​le spo​ke of a war that had be​en bre​wing for co​unt​less ge​ne​ra​ti​ons, one bet​we​en the be​ing known as Mo​ro​ni and so​me ot​her, un​na​med party. Mo​ro​ni was set to re​turn and, in fact, wo​uld al​re​ady ha​ve at the ti​me the bo​ok was dis​co​ve​red by the Ones Mighty and Strong, a pa​ir who wo​uld sur​vi​ve the ini​ti​al at​tack and, with the help of “out​casts,” ba​nish Mo​ro​ni. All of that was too va​gue for El​li​ot to ma​ke much of, but the bo​ok’s conc​lu​ding pa​ges we​re of im​me​di​ate in​te​rest. The Mighty and the Strong ne​eded to tra​vel to “city by the de​ad la​ke” and ven​tu​re in​to the “pla​ce of many ar​ti​facts” to re​co​ver so​me item or items that wo​uld re​ve​al the who​le truth and al​low them to de​fe​at Mo​ro​ni.

    “It’s Salt La​ke City,” El​li​ot sa​id. “It must be.”

    Melvin nod​ded. Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “I bet you’re right. Ye​ah, Salt La​ke City. It’s got a de​ad la​ke and that’s whe​re all the Mor​mons are, right? Li​ke the ones in Na​hom, who we​re de​fi​ni​tely in​vol​ved in all this.”

    “Nahom?” Mel​vin sa​id. “That’s fa​mi​li​ar. I’ve he​ard of that be​fo​re.”

    “Where?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    “Sorry, I can’t re​mem​ber. It’s just… so​met​hing I re​mem​ber he​aring, is all.”

    “What’s the ‘pla​ce of many ar​ti​facts?’” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “A mu​se​um?”

    “It co​uld be,” El​li​ot sa​id. “A mu​se​um. I gu​ess that right.”

    “You ha​ve yo​ur mis​si​on,” Mel​vin sa​id. He was smi​ling as wi​de as his mo​uth wo​uld al​low. “And all with my help. One of the out​casts, that’s most de​fi​ni​tely me.”

    “But that thing is in the way,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “That bar​ri​er.”

    “What bar​ri​er?” Mel​vin as​ked. But be​fo​re eit​her of them co​uld ans​wer, he clap​ped his hands to​get​her. “I know!” he sa​id.

    “The dre​ams?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Melvin nod​ded. He went in​to the si​de ro​om and ca​me out with a fol​ded and worn pa​per map. “You know how I sa​id I’d se​en this all be​fo​re? It’s not all I saw. The​re was anot​her thing, a dre​am of a ho​use, a big one. I wo​ke up-this was a day be​fo​re the tho​se men bro​ke in​to my ho​use, so I re​mem​ber it well-and I ran to my car, got this out, and circ​led it.” He held up the map. A lo​ca​ti​on was mar​ked in bright red ink. “It’s not far from he​re,” he sa​id. “If you hadn’t shown up, that’s whe​re I wo​uld’ve even​tu​al​ly go​ne, just to see.”

    “A way​po​int,” El​li​ot sa​id. Eva​j​e​an glan​ced at him and he shrug​ged. “What you sa​id in Na​hom. A way​po​int.”

    “Okay,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, tho​ugh she so​un​ded con​fu​sed. “Okay, that’s whe​re we’re sup​po​sed to go.”

    Elliot wal​ked over and lo​oked out one of the church’s win​dows. “I think they’re go​ne,” he sa​id.

    Melvin set down the bo​ok. “The cre​atu​res, yes,” he sa​id. “I ha​ven’t he​ard them in a whi​le, you’re right.”

    “We sho​uld get out of he​re,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Both men ag​re​ed. Mel​vin set abo​ut gat​he​ring his be​lon​gings, stuf​fing them in​to a lar​ge duf​fle bag. Eva​j​e​an trac​ked down Ho​pe, who’d run off to exp​lo​re whi​le the three of them re​ad the gol​den bo​ok.

    When this was do​ne, they sto​od by the front do​ors of the church. The​se we​re clo​ser to the truck’s lo​ca​ti​on than the si​de ent​ran​ce, ma​king the​ir es​ca​pe slightly sa​fer if the cre​atu​res we​re still out​si​de-tho​ugh each of them had stop​ped by the win​dows se​ve​ral ti​mes whi​le pac​king and no sign of the cre​atu​res had be​en se​en or he​ard.

    Elliot put his hand on the he​avy latch. “Okay,” he sa​id. “On three. Be ca​re​ful and be re​ady to run if you see anyt​hing.” And then he was swin​ging the do​ors open, the hin​ges stic​king, crac​king, and fi​nal​ly scre​ec​hing thro​ugh the​ir or​bit.

    The truck was only a do​zen yards away, the pas​sen​ger si​de to​ward them, un​loc​ked the way El​li​ot had left it. Out​si​de the church was qu​i​et, the cre​atu​res now​he​re in sight. El​li​ot to​ok a step, then anot​her, Eva​j​e​an and Mel​vin clo​se be​hind.
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    They’d co​ve​red half the dis​tan​ce when the cre​atu​res re​tur​ned. One must ha​ve be​en hi​ding be​hind the truck, its body flat​te​ned im​pos​sibly thin, be​ca​use it now ro​se up, hu​ge mo​uth ope​ning and cont​rac​ting with the so​und of lips smac​king. Mel​vin scre​amed, fal​ling back​wards away from it, but Eva​j​e​an re​ac​hed out and grab​bed him, pul​ling him to​wards the truck. The cre​atu​re va​nis​hed aga​in, sin​king low, and then rol​led, co​ming out be​hind the cab and re​aring up aga​in.

    On the ot​her si​de of them, aro​und the cor​ner of the church, the se​cond cre​atu​re ap​pe​ared, cal​ling out to its com​pa​ni​on in a de​ep mo​an. Mel​vin drop​ped his duf​fle bag, tur​ning to lo​ok at it, and Eva​j​e​an sho​uted at him. El​li​ot ran the rest of he way to the truck and ope​ned the do​or. He had the rif​le in his hand and, as so​on as he was in​si​de, tur​ned aro​und in the se​at and fi​red out. The first shot went wi​de, but the se​cond bul​let clip​ped the cre​atu​re by the church in the soft grey flesh of its belly. It mo​aned aga​in, a shar​per so​und than be​fo​re, and rol​led away.

    The one by the si​de of the truck twis​ted aro​und and lo​we​red its he​ad un​til it was only fe​et from El​li​ot. Be​hind it, El​li​ot saw Eva​j​e​an trying to pull Mel​vin up whi​le he scramb​led for the bag, gras​ping for the straps but mis​sing. The cre​atu​re El​li​ot had shot was writ​hing, its he​ad high, se​ve​ral sets of legs sus​pen​ded and kic​king in the air.

    The one in front of him his​sed, pul​ling back, its musc​les ten​sing be​ne​ath its skin. El​li​ot swung the rif​le up and aimed at the half open mo​uth. He fi​red and the cre​atu​re jum​ped back, lif​ting its fa​ce to the sky. El​li​ot didn’t know if he’d hit it or just sca​red it, but he to​ok the op​por​tu​nity to ta​ke anot​her shot at the one by the church, and mis​sed aga​in.

    Melvin and Eva​j​e​an we​re up, ha​ving re​co​ve​red the bag, and now ran to the truck. El​li​ot hop​ped over in​to the dri​ver’s se​at, le​aving the pas​sen​ger do​or open for them. They’d al​most ma​de it, Eva​j​e​an’s hands re​ac​hing out to find purc​ha​se on the do​or’s rim, when the cre​atu​re by the truck re​co​ve​red. Fas​ter than El​li​ot wo​uld’ve ima​gi​ned it ca​pab​le, it las​hed for​ward, bypas​sing Eva​j​e​an and go​ing di​rectly for Mel​vin.

    The man scre​amed and held his arms up as the mo​uth clo​sed over him. It stop​ped its fall with just his legs still vi​sib​le and then that lip smac​king so​und ga​me aga​in. Eva​j​e​an tur​ned, star​ting to go back to help him, but El​li​ot le​aned out of the truck and grab​bed her, pul​ling her in​si​de. She fell back​wards ac​ross the se​at just as the cre​atu​re lif​ted its he​ad up and away from Mel​vin. His body stop​ped at the sho​ul​ders, arms and he​ad go​ne, but from the was​te up was only a sa​li​va slick knob of musc​le and bo​ne and or​gans. He tot​te​red and fell, hit​ting the gro​und, his top half flat​ting no​ti​ce​ably with the im​pact. Eva​j​e​an co​ug​hed and retc​hed, but ma​na​ged to re​co​ver eno​ugh to yank the truck’s do​or clo​sed af​ter Ho​pe had jum​ped in​si​de.

    Elliot star​ted the truck. The cre​atu​re not oc​cu​pi​ed with Mel​vin’s re​ma​ins twis​ted at the so​und to lo​ok in the​ir di​rec​ti​on. It his​sed and star​ted for​ward, slo​wer than be​fo​re, ca​uti​o​us of the gun. El​li​ot slam​med down the gas, Eva​j​e​an sho​uting at him to “go, go!” and he pul​led the truck away. The mons​ter that had de​vo​ured Mel​vin lo​oked up now, fol​lo​wing the ve​hic​le’s prog​ress. But, just as qu​ickly, it re​tur​ned to its pri​ze and its com​pa​ni​on, af​ter a fi​nal scre​ech, sna​ked its he​ad in and ma​de a grab for Mel​vin’s legs. The two be​gan figh​ting then and El​li​ot kept his fo​ot down, ac​ce​le​ra​ting the truck away from the hor​ror be​hind.

    “Jesus-” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Did you see that? I can’t be​li​eve I saw that.” Her vo​ice was small and she lo​oked out the win​dow whi​le she spo​ke. The church had fal​len out of vi​ew so​me ti​me ago. So​me​how, thro​ugh out​right luck, Eva​j​e​an had Mel​vin’s map with her and she’d si​lently han​ded it to El​li​ot shortly af​ter they we​re back on the high​way and the thre​at of the cre​atu​res was, at le​ast mo​men​ta​rily, go​ne. Now he dro​ve in the di​rec​ti​on in​di​ca​ted, ho​ping that it me​ant a way thro​ugh the bar​ri​er-or anyt​hing that wo​uld help them do what the bo​ok had told them must be do​ne.

    “That was the worst thing I’ve ever se​en,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Evajean nod​ded. She was crying.

    “I ha​te all of this,” he sa​id. But he didn’t, not all of it. The truth was that he felt dri​ven now. The words in the bo​ok, the story Mel​vin had trans​la​ted, re​so​na​ted with him. The qu​est la​id out was right and everyt​hing he’d be​en ab​le to think sin​ce the​ir es​ca​pe only ma​de him mo​re su​re. It was li​ke dis​co​ve​ring you co​uld pa​int and be​co​ming im​me​di​ately con​vin​ced that the only co​ur​se of ac​ti​on left to ta​ke was to put brush to can​vas, aban​do​ning all el​se. If it’s true, he tho​ught, if that bo​ok is right that we’re the​se mighty and strong pe​op​le, then it only ma​kes sen​se that that’s what I ne​ed to do. It’s what I was me​ant to do.
    “But we ha​ve to ke​ep go​ing,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “We can’t stop-we know what we ha​ve to do now.”

    Elliot lo​oked at her, start​led by the re​pe​ti​ti​on of his own tho​ughts. It’s true. All of it. “We do,” he sa​id. “We’ll fol​low the map and ho​pe it can find us a way thro​ugh to Salt La​ke City. And then we’ll find mu​se​um-or wha​te​ver pla​ce it is we’re sup​po​sed to find-and… I gu​ess we’ll just ta​ke it from the​re.”

    “We don’t ha​ve a cho​ice,” she sa​id. “But, you know what, El​li​ot? I don’t think I want a cho​ice. I me​an, even if I had one, if I co​uld may​be just walk away from all this, turn aro​und and go back to Char​lot​tes​vil​le, I wo​uldn’t. I ha​ve to see this thro​ugh.”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Me, too.”

    “It didn’t say anyt​hing abo​ut Ho​pe,” she sa​id. “The bo​ok, it didn’t say anyt​hing abo​ut dogs.”

    Elliot la​ug​hed. “He’s in the​re,” he sa​id. “I’m su​re of it.”

    

    

65
    

    The ho​use sto​od alo​ne in a fi​eld of whe​at. A dirt ro​ad cut thro​ugh the crop to its front do​or and it was this El​li​ot fol​lo​wed as Eva​j​e​an ga​zed out the win​dow at the bar​ri​er.

    The cur​ta​in of light ca​me down di​rectly on the ho​use, cut​ting it in half. But whe​re it sho​uld ha​ve pi​er​ced the shing​les and wo​od, the bar​ri​er siz​zled a brigh​ter yel​low and pul​led back, just far eno​ugh to see thro​ugh. El​li​ot stop​ped the truck in the small dri​ve and tur​ned off the en​gi​ne. He got out, le​aning on the open do​or, and sta​red at the ho​use. “Mel​vin was right,” he sa​id.

    They’d dri​ven for se​ve​ral ho​urs, he​ading north​west as the map in​di​ca​ted, ta​king the tiny two la​ne ro​ads that split off from the high​way. Even​tu​al​ly, they dro​ve away from everyt​hing and en​te​red a wil​der​ness of farm​land, wit​ho​ut ho​uses or town, gas sta​ti​ons or stre​et​lights. Eva​j​e​an had spot​ted the ho​use first, a speck of black on the ho​ri​zon, stan​ding out aga​inst the oran​ge of the bar​ri​er and the brown of the land. El​li​ot dro​ve to​ward it and Eva​j​e​an chec​ked the map aga​in and aga​in, ma​king su​re this was the right pla​ce.

    Now they we​re he​re, lo​oking up at the three story dwel​ling, with fa​ded black walls and a black ro​of, the win​dows dark and the porch sag​ging. This was the way thro​ugh. It wo​uld me​an aban​do​ning the truck, ho​we​ver, and wha​te​ver sup​pli​es they co​uldn’t carry. And it wo​uld me​an de​aling, in the​ir une​qu​ip​ped sta​te, with wha​te​ver li​ved on the ot​her si​de of that im​pos​sib​le wall of light.

    “Why he​re?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. Ho​pe had jum​ped out and was run​ning thro​ugh the whe​at, bar​king.

    “It must be anot​her way​po​int,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Li​ke in the bo​ok, it’s so​met​hing we we​re me​ant to do.”

    Evajean sho​ok her he​ad. “That’s crazy, you know? That all this was plan​ned. How co​uld it ha​ve be​en?”

    “I don’t know. You a be​li​ever?”

    “You me​an re​li​gi​o​us?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “No, not re​al​ly.”

    “Me, ne​it​her. But may​be this is what they’re al​ways go​ing on abo​ut-the re​li​gi​ons. When they talk abo​ut God’s plan or a pur​po​se for the uni​ver​se, may​be this is what they me​an. We’re just part of that pur​po​se.”

    “That fe​els right,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Which is silly and kind of stu​pid, but it do​es. It fe​els li​ke we are part of so​met​hing and, you know, the​re’s not​hing we can do abo​ut it.” She kic​ked at the gro​und. “But, then, we al​re​ady ma​de up our minds, right? To do this? To fol​low it thro​ugh whe​re​ver it le​ads?”

    Elliot nod​ded. “Ye​ah. So get the dog and let’s do it. I want to see what’s in​si​de.”

    They de​ci​ded to lo​ok first and co​me back to gat​her the​ir be​lon​gings if it tur​ned out to in fact be a way thro​ugh the bar​ri​er. Eva​j​e​an and El​li​ot ma​de the​ir way over and clim​bed the steps of the porch.

    The ho​use had an odd smell, mil​dew and age, but al​so so​met​hing so​ur. The wo​od un​der the​ir fe​et, dark with age, felt al​most spongy. El​li​ot lo​oked at Eva​j​e​an. She glan​ced back. And then they both la​ug​hed.

    “Right,” he sa​id. “It’s a ha​un​ted ho​use.”

    “I know, right?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “What we​re we ex​pec​ting? I me​an, this is exactly what it was go​ing to be.”

    Hope was snif​fing aro​und the ed​ges of the porch, but stop​ped to bark at them. “Co​me on,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id and the dog ran over. She pic​ked him up. “Insi​de, I gu​ess,” she sa​id.

    Elliot twis​ted the knob on the front do​or and pus​hed. It ca​me open slowly, cre​aking. “It’s li​ke a fun​ho​use ri​de,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “True,” El​li​ot sa​id, and then they we​re in​si​de. The fo​yer was im​men​se, spre​ading in​to a li​ving ro​om with rot​ted wo​oden flo​or and lumps of fur​ni​tu​re co​ve​red in plas​tic. The light from out​si​de was bright eno​ugh thro​ugh the win​dows to ma​ke this out, but the ho​use’s in​te​ri​or was still glo​omy.

    “The back do​or,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “It’s pro​bably thro​ugh the​re.” She po​in​ted ahe​ad of them, in​to an area that lo​oked li​ke a di​ning ro​om and, be​yond, a kitc​hen.

    “Probably,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Upstairs, so​met​hing cre​aked. Ho​pe bar​ked three ti​mes and then tur​ned and ran out the front do​or. Eva​j​e​an star​ted for the dog, but El​li​ot put his hand on her arm. “He’ll be fi​ne. We’ll get him on​ce we’re su​re this is the way.”

    She nod​ded. “What was that?”

    Elliot shrug​ged. “The ho​use set​tling? I don’t know. Let’s go.”

    They wal​ked thro​ugh the din​ning ro​om-a row of cha​irs in one cor​ner, but ot​her​wi​se empty-and then in​to the kitc​hen. The ap​pli​an​ces had be​en re​mo​ved, or ne​ver ins​tal​led in the first pla​ce, and the co​un​ter​tops we​re crac​ked, the ed​ges of the for​mi​ca cur​ling. On the ot​her si​de was a do​or with a small glass win​dow thro​ugh which El​li​ot co​uld see sky.

    “There it is,” he sa​id. “If that gets us thro​ugh the bar​ri​er, then we’ll go back, get the stuff, and then- I gu​ess then we’ll just see what’s next.”

    “Elliot, this is kind of we​ird.”

    “What is?”

    “I don’t know,” she sa​id, sha​king her he​ad. “It’s just this fe​eling, li​ke we’re not sup​po​sed to go thro​ugh yet, li​ke the​re’s so​met​hing el​se he​re.”

    “Where? In the ho​use?”

    Evajean nod​ded. “You know when you go out to yo​ur car and you sit the​re, abo​ut to le​ave, and ha​ve the fe​eling you for​got so​met​hing? But you don’t ha​ve any idea what it is?”

    “It’s li​ke that? We can lo​ok aro​und.” Prop​hecy, he tho​ught. Prop​hecy and plans and things that are me​ant to be.
    “We don’t ne​ed to,” she sa​id. She smi​led, tho​ugh the exp​res​si​on was we​ak and a lit​tle for​ced. “It’s down the​re.”

    “Where?”

    She po​in​ted. El​li​ot tur​ned. In a cor​ner, ne​ar whe​re the ref​ri​ge​ra​tor sho​uld ha​ve be​en, was anot​her do​or, nar​ro​wer than the one that le​ad out​si​de. “I’m pretty su​re- No, I’m to​tal​ly su​re that wha​te​ver it is I’m sup​po​sed to fi​ne, it’s down the​re.”

    “The ba​se​ment.”

    “Yeah.”

    “Of a ha​un​ted ho​use.”

    She la​ug​hed, the fe​ar from a mo​ment ago go​ne. “Ye​ah. Exactly whe​re you’d ex​pect it to be, right?”

    “Ladies first?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Sounds go​od to me,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    As they ma​de the​ir way down the slim sta​ir​ca​se, El​li​ot let him​self pon​der just how stu​pid this was. In the days sin​ce they’d left Char​lot​tes​vil​le, they’d run in​to a ho​mi​ci​dal wo​man, packs of crazy pe​op​le, a town full of, well, even mo​re crazy pe​op​le, and then ot​her​worldly cre​atu​res who’d eaten the only fri​endly so​ul he and Eva​j​e​an had co​me ac​ross. And now the two of them we​re flip​pantly des​cen​ding in​to a dark ba​se​ment, ar​med only with a sing​le rif​le that’d be ne​arly use​less in cram​ped qu​ar​ters-all for anot​her hunch in a string of hunc​hes brin​ging not​hing but tro​ub​le, tor​ment, and de​ath.

    Though em​bar​ras​sed to even think it, El​li​ot was kind of glad Eva​j​e​an was in front of him.
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    At the bot​tom of the steps, El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an re​ver​sed the​ir or​der. “I can’t go in the​re,” she sa​id. “What we ne​ed to find, it’s down the​re, but, El​li​ot, you’re go​ing to ha​ve to lo​ok for it, okay?” She was ner​vo​us, tal​king fast. “I’m go​ing to go back ups​ta​irs, okay? I’m sorry- The tun​nels, I ke​ep thin​king of them. I tho​ught I’d be okay-upsta​irs, when everyt​hing was funny, I tho​ught I’d be okay, but I can’t-”

    Elliot put his hand on her sho​ul​der. “Go back up. It’s fi​ne. I’ll lo​ok aro​und.”

    She smi​led and shrug​ged. “It’s the tun​nels- I ke​ep se​e​ing that girl. I tri​ed, you know? I’m sorry.”

    “Go,” El​li​ot sa​id. “I’ll find it and then we’ll get out of he​re. Why don’t you go back and get Ho​pe and start gat​he​ring things?”

    “Okay,” she sa​id, and he​aded back up the steps.

    In truth, El​li​ot was ter​ri​fi​ed, and angry at her for this sud​den chan​ge in at​ti​tu​de. Anyt​hing co​uld be down he​re and he had no idea what he was sup​po​sed to be lo​oking for. The only thing that kept him from go​ing back up with her-or at le​ast in​sis​ting she re​ma​ined he​re-was the gu​ilt he’d felt as co​ming down the sta​irs and a re​en​for​ced ne​ed to stick it to the​ir si​tu​ati​on, and wha​te​ver had ca​used it.

    “I’m go​ing out​si​de,” Eva​j​e​an cal​led down to him. “Okay?”

    “Go,” El​li​ot sa​id aga​in, and me​ant it a lit​tle mo​re now. You can do this.
    At first, the ba​se​ment was en​ti​rely dark ex​cept for the fa​int light spil​ling from the open do​or to the kitc​hen. But then, from off to his right, he tho​ught he saw a flash. Co​uld that be it? A ref​lec​ti​on from anot​her of tho​se bo​oks, may​be? He star​ted wal​king in that di​rec​ti​on, thank​ful that the ba​se​ment se​emed empty and unc​lut​te​red.

    However, as he shuf​fled clo​ser to the cor​ner from which the light had co​me, he fo​und him​self step​ping thro​ugh lo​ose dirt, his fe​et oc​ca​si​onal​ly kic​king small sto​nes. He felt aro​und, chec​king aga​inst aban​do​ned fur​ni​tu​re or ot​her obs​tac​les that might ac​com​pany the inc​re​asing mess.

    The dirt and rock so​on be​ca​me thick eno​ugh to slo​pe up​wards slightly and, when his outst​retc​hed hands felt the ed​ges of bro​ken cin​der block, El​li​ot re​ali​zed he was clim​bing over the re​fu​se from the dig​ging of a tun​nel. The glow might very well ha​ve be​en the arc of a se​ve​red wi​re or an aban​do​ned lamp still lit from the tun​nel’s ex​ca​va​ti​on. What the hell is this? he tho​ught.

    He pus​hed his he​ad in​to the tun​nel. The air had a smell of dust and lo​am and, just ba​rely, he co​uld fe​el its mo​ve​ment ac​ross his fa​ce. Whe​re did this go? The way out? The way thro​ugh the bar​ri​er?

    Buoyed by the cra​zi​ness of what he was do​ing, and the fe​eling of bra​very it to​ok, El​li​ot cal​led in​to the tun​nel. “Hel​lo? Is an​yo​ne back the​re?” He’d for​got​ten abo​ut Eva​j​e​an ups​ta​irs, his body flus​hed with a sen​se of right​ness, may​be the sa​me sen​sa​ti​on Eva​j​e​an had had when she’d first gu​ided them to the ba​se​ment. That sen​se of pur​po​se. He was in​to​xi​ca​ted.

    He he​ard so​met​hing. Fa​int, yes, and de​fi​ni​tely not words, but a reply to his call no​net​he​less. A mo​an from de​ep in the tun​nel, a call we​ake​ned by pa​in, per​haps, and ex​ha​us​ti​on.

    “Yes?” El​li​ot sho​uted. “Who’s the​re?”

    The no​ise ca​me aga​in, lo​uder by the smal​lest inc​re​ment, but strong eno​ugh to ma​ke him su​re. He craw​led for​ward with ca​re​ful has​te, his hands wa​ving when each wasn’t the be​arer of his we​ight, fe​eling at the tun​nel’s ro​ugh walls, se​eking jag​ged rocks, sharp me​tal, and any ot​her un​se​en dan​gers. El​li​ot had no idea how gre​at his prog​ress ac​tu​al​ly was, had no sen​se of dis​tan​ce is the ex​ca​va​ti​on, but he kept mo​ving.

    Some dis​tan​ce la​ter, the light re​tur​ned, mu​ted and in​dis​tinct, but pul​sing rhythmi​cal​ly. El​li​ot lo​oked back, trying to get a sen​se of how far he’d co​me, but the black​ness of the ba​se​ment matc​hed per​fectly that of the tun​nel. How much furt​her did he ha​ve to go?

    Then the tun​nel ope​ned and El​li​ot sto​od up in a ro​om dug from dirt and rock, tho​ugh one si​de bo​re the con​vex arc of a conc​re​te se​wer ma​in. The pul​sing light was he​avi​er, the il​lu​mi​na​ti​on eno​ugh for him to see by, and it se​emed to co​me from a ra​ised sto​ne plat​form at the op​po​si​te end of the cham​ber. El​li​ot wal​ked to​ward it, cu​ri​osity swe​eping subtly in and mo​men​tary clo​uding any re​ma​ining self-pre​ser​va​ti​on ins​tinct he had-any that was left af​ter this new​fo​und grip of ex​ter​nal pur​po​se.

    It was a well. The wo​oden co​ver lay bro​ken on the ot​her si​de. El​li​ot lo​oked down the depth of shaft, trying to pick out the so​ur​ce of the light. And then he saw them. Ne​ar one of the pi​eces of the co​ver, ha​ving tumb​led off when it fell, was a pa​ir of glas​ses, sil​ver with fat len​ses of dif​fe​rent co​lors. They twink​led as he bent down to lo​ok. Was this what Eva​j​e​an wan​ted? He put them in his poc​ket.

    The glow was hars​her now, the rhythm still ste​ady. The pit was si​lent and then, softly, even com​for​tingly if in a dif​fe​rent con​text, la​ugh​ter per​co​la​ted up​ward. Con​fu​singly ina​udib​le at first and then lo​uder, the la​ugh​ter bro​ke in​to mad gig​gling. El​li​ot bac​ked away, trip​ped over a sto​ne, and fell. He ca​ught him​self on his palms, dra​wing blo​od, and kic​ked away from the so​und. The​re was mo​re than one vo​ice in it. Do​zens of over​lap​ping child​ren-he was su​re they we​re child​ren-moc​king him with sick mirth.

    And then he he​ard so​met​hing el​se, so​met​hing ri​sing be​hind the la​ugh​ter, the so​und of an uni​ma​gi​ned form clim​bing out of the well. El​li​ot scramb​led to the tun​nel mo​uth and do​ve for​ward, craw​ling as fast as co​uld in the di​rec​ti​on of the ba​se​ment, pa​ying no he​ed to prot​ru​ding dan​gers in his path. Se​ve​ral ti​me along the way he skin​ned him​self, catc​hing his clot​hes, and had to stop bri​efly to get free. He co​uld he​ar wha​te​ver it was-wha​te​ver they we​re-co​ming af​ter him. The​re was a wet smack as it bre​ac​hed the top of the well and slid over on​to the flo​or of the cham​ber. Se​conds la​ter, a sticky sli​ding and scra​ping ca​me from be​hind him in the tun​nel. The mo​aning re​ac​hed him then, the sa​me call that had gu​ided him to this pla​ce.

    Elliot co​ug​hed he​avily as he craw​led. The tun​nel was fil​ling with dust. Up ahe​ad, he tho​ught he co​uld ma​ke out the ho​le and co​uld see a mi​nor ri​se in the le​vel of light that me​ant the ba​se​ment was clo​se. He pul​led his shirt up over his no​se and mo​uth, trying not to think abo​ut the new smells the the dust bro​ught, the odors of age and enc​lo​su​re-and rot.

    At last he pul​led him​self from the tun​nel and ran to​ward the ba​se​ment steps. Half​way ac​ross the ro​om, he slip​ped, fal​ling back​wards, bo​un​cing his he​ad off the ce​ment flo​or. Cur​sing, he rol​led over to pick him​self up. As he did, light po​ured from the mo​uth of the tun​nel and a gre​at wa​ve of fifth burst forth, fil​ling the ba​se​ment, flo​oding aro​und his kne​es. With it ca​me the child​ren, all of them no ol​der than tod​dlers, the​ir fa​ces sme​ared, the​ir ha​ir mat​ted and patchy, stal​king hap​ha​zardly from the tun​nel.

    Elliot cro​uc​hed, unab​le to for​ce his musc​les in​to flight, as the child​ren fan​ned out and lo​oked back, wa​iting for so​met​hing el​se to ma​ke its way thro​ugh the tun​nel and in​to the cel​lar. When it fi​nal​ly did, when it squ​e​ezed out on​to the flo​or, El​li​ot sho​ok and cal​led out no​ise​les​sly, de​man​ding him​self to mo​ve, to get out of he​re, to not think abo​ut what was in front of him.

    The thum​ping, mo​aning, crying thing slid and rol​led ac​ross the flo​or to​ward him, its ado​les​cent ca​re​ta​kers, hands pres​sed firmly in​to its flesh, gig​gling fu​ri​o​usly and trom​ping along be​si​de li​ke pal​lbe​arers.

    Elliot tri​ed to scre​am but the filth was too thick, flo​oding in​to his mo​uth and re​du​cing him to a fit of con​vul​si​ve retc​hing. He pul​led his legs up un​der him, trying to get to his fe​et, and, co​ug​hing gri​me, scramb​led up​right.

    He smas​hed a shin in his as​cent of the sta​irs but then was back in the kitc​hen, tur​ning the cor​ner to the exit, not bot​he​ring to lo​ok be​hind him at wha​te​ver it was that fol​lo​wed. Bro​ken pi​eces of pla​tes and bent sil​ver​wa​re flew past him, thrown by mo​re of the ba​bi​es he ca​ught glimp​ses of, le​aning out from ca​bi​nets and be​hind do​or fra​mes. They all la​ug​hed, the​ir child fat sha​king.

    Elliot ran, stumb​ling and off ba​lan​ce, out the back do​or and along the El​li​ot path to the ga​te. Be​hind him, the child​ren cal​led from the do​or​way, sho​uting and la​ug​hing as they hur​led the pu​mi​ce rocks that li​ned the plan​ter bo​xes.

    Evajean was the​re, in the back​yard, hol​ding Ho​pe, her fa​ce slack with ter​ror at what was be​hind him. “Run!” he scre​amed at her. “Run!”

    She did and he fol​lo​wed and, as they sprin​ted thro​ugh the yard and in​to the whe​at, El​li​ot re​ali​zed he had left the rif​le so​mew​he​re in​si​de. That didn’t mat​ter now and he only ran. And be​hind them, gro​wing fa​in​ter, was the la​ugh​ter.
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    They ran un​til they co​uldn’t run any​mo​re. El​li​ot he​aved, ben​ding over, sta​ring at the dirt. Eva​j​e​an stop​ped be​hind him and sat down. “Jesus,” she sa​id.

    Elliot co​ug​hed. He tur​ned and lo​oked at her. He star​ted to say so​met​hing, but co​uldn’t. That thing, the odd mass the child​ren car​ri​ed, was still vi​sib​le, a ghost be​fo​re his eyes. Sha​king that ima​ge pro​ved im​pos​sib​le and it only rol​led clo​ser, the child​ren car​rying it la​ug​hing as they gig​gled. He felt sick-and ter​ri​fi​ed to a le​vel be​yond anyt​hing they’d en​co​un​te​red so far. He retc​hed aga​in, hol​ding his he​ad ne​ar his kne​es.

    “Is that what hap​pe​ned to all of them?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. Ho​pe had ca​ught up them and was now in her lap.

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. He didn’t un​ders​tand.

    “The child​ren,” she sa​id. “Is that what they all be​ca​me?”

    Elliot sat down next to her. His he​ad was cle​aring. “Co​uld be.”

    “Jesus,” she sa​id. “You think it gets wor​se now? On the ot​her si​de of the bar​ri​er? You think the bar​ri​er ke​eps things li​ke that in?”

    Elliot shrug​ged, and re​mem​ber the glas​ses in his poc​ket. He pul​led them out and, hol​ding them up to his fa​ce, sta​red thro​ugh.

    “What’s that?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “What I fo​und in​si​de, in the ba​se​ment. Is it what you sent me down the​re for?”

    “I’m sorry,” she sa​id.

    “No,” El​li​ot sa​id. “No, that’s un​fa​ir. It’s not yo​ur fa​ult. God​damn, how co​uld an​yo​ne ha​ve known that thing was in the​re?”

    “What thing?”

    Elliot re​ali​zed she didn’t know. She’d only se​en the child​ren as he ca​me up the sta​irs and when they both ran out the back of the ho​use.

    “It was in the ba​se​ment. I can’t re​al​ly desc​ri​be it, Eva​j​e​an, but it was li​ke the mas​ter of tho​se kids. They we​re its ser​vants, hel​ping it.”

    Evajean blin​ked, her fa​ce pa​le. “What was it? Was it anot​her of tho​se cre​atu​res that kil​led Mel​vin?”

    “No.”

    “What was it?”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “It was ter​rib​le. This thing, co​ming at me, mo​ving ac​ross the flo​or- But I don’t know how it was mo​ving, be​ca​use it didn’t se​em to ha​ve any arms or legs or- or fe​atu​res, even.”

    “But you got out,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “I’m so sorry for sen​ding you down the​re.”

    “I fo​und the​se,” El​li​ot sa​id and held up the glas​ses.

    Evajean to​ok them and lo​oked thro​ugh the len​ses. “It’s just blurry,” she sa​id. She put them down. “They’ll ha​ve a use la​ter, tho​ugh, I know it.”

    “So we find a car,” El​li​ot sa​id, “and we dri​ve to Salt La​ke City. We get the​re and track down this mu​se​um or wha​te​ver it is and we so​me​how use the​se things.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “And we do this be​ca​use Mel​vin re​ad in that bo​ok that we’re sup​po​sed to, that we ha​ve to stop Mo​ro​ni from do​ing so​met​hing. Ta​king over the world, I sup​po​se.”

    “The Mad King.”

    “What?”

    “That’s what Mel​vin cal​led him. Mo​ro​ni. He cal​led him the Mad King.”

    Elliot con​ti​nu​ed. “And we do all this not just be​ca​use Mel​vin re​ad it to us in that bo​ok but be​ca​use we both know-so​me​how know-that it’s what we ha​ve to do. Everyt​hing’s-”

    “For a pur​po​se,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Li​ke fin​ding the way​po​ints.”

    Elliot nod​ded. “But how’d we get this pur​po​se? Who ga​ve it to us?”

    “I don’t know,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “Honestly, I’d be inc​li​ned to think it was all shit, bro​ught on by stress from what we’ve be​en thro​ugh. Not all of it, of co​ur​se. Stress wo​uldn’t exp​la​in the cra​zi​es or the cre​atu​res or what I saw in that ho​use. I co​uldn’t pos​sibly exp​la​in all that. But it’d be aw​ful​ly ni​ce to think the rest-this qu​est, this pur​po​se-was only our bra​ins trying to ma​ke sen​se of things, li​ke a mass de​lu​si​on. Ex​cept I can’t, be​ca​use of what-”

    “Because of what hap​pe​ned in Na​hom,” Eva​j​e​an fi​nis​hed. “Be​ca​use you saw me-” She stop​ped.

    “Because of that,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “I think what I re​al​ly want,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “is to know. Be​fo​re this ends, I want to know all of it. Wha​te​ver cho​se us owes us that, at le​ast.”

    Elliot sto​od up and wi​ped his palms off on his pants. “Then let’s go find the ans​wers. At le​ast now we know whe​re we’re go​ing and the​re do​esn’t lo​ok to be anyt​hing in our way.”

    Evajean pus​hed her​self to her fe​et. “Right,” she sa​id. “Let’s go.”

    They wal​ked in a di​rec​ti​on they tho​ught wo​uld ta​ke them to the ro​ad. Ho​pe cha​sed along be​hind.
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    Finding a car pro​ved easy.

    “This is whe​re they all ca​me,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, lo​oking out over the rows of ve​hic​les along the si​des of the ro​ad. All po​in​ted west.

    “To Salt La​ke City,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “You think so?”

    “Where el​se? It’s whe​re we’re sup​po​sed to go, too.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “That ma​kes abo​ut as much sen​se as anyt​hing, I gu​ess.”

    “Then let’s grab a car that runs and get go​ing. I don’t know how far it is and I want to find so​met​hing to eat.”

    And so they wal​ked along the high​way, on op​po​si​te si​des, chec​king do​ors and then, if a car pro​ved un​loc​ked, le​aning in to see if the keys we​re still in it. Ho​pe bo​un​ced along be​hind, len​ding his help by snif​fing aro​und un​der​car​ri​ages and bet​we​en ti​res.

    It to​ok forty-fi​ve mi​nu​tes for the​ir se​arch to be​ar fru​it. “I fo​und one!” Eva​j​e​an cal​led and El​li​ot tur​ned to see her wa​ving from the win​dow of a Su​ba​ru Out​back, a filthy car with a crac​ked re​ar win​dow and rust clim​bing the si​de pa​nels.

    “Must not ha​ve tho​ught it was worth even loc​king,” he sa​id and wal​ked over to her. “Did you try the en​gi​ne?” he as​ked.

    “No,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “I wan​ted to wa​it for you to get he​re, for go​od luck.”

    “Oh.” He stuck his he​ad thro​ugh the win​dow. “It smells.”

    Evajean clap​ped her hands, rub​bed them to​get​her, then grab​bed the key and tur​ned. The en​gi​ne kic​ked and sput​te​red, but then ran, and El​li​ot grin​ned at the black smo​ke that burst from the car’s ta​il​pi​pe. He got in. “You’re go​ing to dri​ve?”

    She nod​ded. “You did all of it be​fo​re. This one’s auto​ma​tic.”

    “Sounds go​od to me,” he sa​id. “You still ha​ve the map?”

    She pul​led it out of her jac​ket poc​ket and han​ded it to him. El​li​ot stu​di​ed the li​nes of ro​ads, tra​cing out​ward from whe​re Mel​vin had mar​ked the ho​use. “I don’t know,” he sa​id. “It’s not ter​ribly far.”

    “And we just fol​low this ro​ad?”

    “It lo​oks li​ke.”

    “It’s what ever​yo​ne el​se was do​ing,” she sa​id.

    They dro​ve. Ne​it​her was wor​ri​ed abo​ut run​ning out of gas, be​ca​use the twin co​lumns of aban​do​ned ve​hic​les sta​yed with them, stretc​hing end​les​sly east and west. A co​up​le ho​urs la​ter they pas​sed signs for a truck stop town. Only a few mi​nu​tes along its ma​in stre​et had them at a small gro​cery sto​re.

    The pla​ce lo​oked li​ke it hadn’t be​en to​uc​hed, hadn’t be​en ra​ided or lo​oted in the af​ter​math of the pla​gue. The shel​ves we​re still full of fo​od in bo​xes and cans, tho​ugh the pro​du​ce had rot​ted en​ti​rely and the smell for​ced them to ke​ep the​ir shop​ping ex​pe​di​ti​on short.

    Back in the car, stuf​fing them​sel​ves with bre​ak​fast ce​re​al and hard che​ese, can​ned fru​it and cho​co​la​te bars, El​li​ot felt him​self fi​nal​ly re​lax. Wha​te​ver’s the​re, he tho​ught, wha​te​ver we ha​ve to de​al with in Salt La​ke City, we’ll ma​na​ge. The ima​ges of the thing in the ho​use had left him, tho​ugh he felt sa​fe as​su​ming they’d ma​ke a re​turn when he slept.

    Hope wol​fed a can of dog fo​od and Eva​j​e​an gig​gled at the dog’s ent​hu​si​asm.

    After eating, they stoc​ked the car with sup​pli​es, sypho​ned fu​el from bro​ken down pic​kup truck to fill the Su​ba​ru’s tank, and he​aded back out on​to the fre​eway. El​li​ot fell as​le​ep wit​hin mi​nu​tes, happy to let Eva​j​e​an ma​ke up for all his dri​ving dri​ving ti​me. Ho​pe wed​ged him​self bet​we​en El​li​ot and the con​so​le and sno​red.

    Evajean sho​ok him away so​me ti​me la​ter. “We’re he​re,” she sa​id when he sat up.

    “Sale La​ke?” He was groggy but ref​res​hed to a deg​ree he hadn’t be​en sin​ce be​fo​re they’d left Char​lot​tes​vil​le.

    “Yeah.” She po​in​ted. “We pas​sed signs a whi​le ago and now, the​re it is.”

    Elliot lo​oked. He co​uld just ma​ke out the bul​ge of a skyli​ne in the de​sert. “I slept a whi​le,” he sa​id.

    “Yeah,” she sa​id. “I re​al​ly long whi​le. But El​li​ot? Now that we’re al​most the​re, I don’t know what’s next. What’s sup​po​sed to hap​pen?”

    He sho​ok his he​ad. “We’ll dri​ve the rest of the way in, see what’s the​re.”

    She nod​ded. “Ye​ah,” she sa​id.

    But they didn’t dri​ve the rest of the way in. Ten mi​les from the city, both El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an fe​eling ner​vo​us at what might be ahe​ad, they saw the first crazy. A yo​ung wo​man, in de​sig​ner je​ans and an oli​ve ho​odie, marc​hed along the si​de of the ro​ad to​ward Salt La​ke. At the so​und of the​ir car, she tur​ned and El​li​ot ca​ught the ex​pec​ted twitc​hing of her mo​uth as she mumb​led per​sis​tently to her​self.

    As they got clo​se, the wo​man le​aned out at them, re​ac​hing with her hands, but then they we​re past and she wa​ved her arms and scre​amed.

    “Damn,” El​li​ot sa​id. “I was ho​ping-”

    “You think the​re’ll be mo​re?”

    “Probably.”

    And the​re we​re. A qu​ar​ter mi​le furt​her along the ro​ad was a te​ena​ge girl in a prom dress and then an old man stumb​ling as he pus​hed a me​tal wal​ker ac​ross the asp​halt. The cra​zi​es only grew thic​ker the clo​ser El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an go to the city, un​til they we​re for​ced to ta​ke an exit off the high​way and in​to an in​dust​ri​al park. The si​de ro​ad-and the park, from the lo​ok of things-se​emed free of them, for​tu​na​tely.

    “Getting in​to the city’s go​ing to be dif​fi​cult,” El​li​ot sa​id as Eva​j​e​an pul​led the car in​to a par​king lot.

    “They’re only on the ro​ads, it lo​oks li​ke,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “We’ll stay off them, then. Walk in if we ne​ed to.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. Then, “We’ll ha​ve to le​ave Ho​pe he​re.”

    She was right. They co​uldn’t trust the dog not to gi​ve them away. “I’ll le​ave him fo​od,” she sa​id, “and a ton of wa​ter. He’ll be fi​ne un​til we get back. We can lock him in one of the​se bu​il​dings, li​ke a tra​iler or so​met​hing.”

    “Okay,” El​li​ot sa​id, con​vin​ced they’d ne​ver see the dog aga​in. “The​re’s one over the​re.”

    Once Ho​pe was se​cu​red in the tra​iler, with pi​les of fo​od and wa​ter po​ured in​to every con​ta​iner they co​uld find, they to​ok wa​ter bot​tles for them​sel​ves and stuf​fed them, along with fo​od, in​to a co​up​le of can​vas bags they’d ta​ken from the gro​cery sto​re. El​li​ot wis​hed they had back​packs, but car​rying even the​se he​avy sacks was bet​ter than go​ing thirsty. And they co​uld dump them, too, if it pro​ved easy to find wa​ter in the city.

    They wa​ited with Ho​pe in the tra​iler un​til dusk ca​me, pre​fer​ring to ma​ke the​ir jo​ur​ney in​to the city mas​ked by dark​ness. Du​ring that ti​me, they ne​it​her he​ard nor saw any sign of the cra​zi​es.
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    Elliot ope​ned the tra​iler’s do​or and step​ped out. Night’s chill had co​me qu​ickly and he pul​led his jac​ket tigh​ter aro​und him​self. “It’s cle​ar,” he sa​id to Eva​j​e​an.

    She step​ped up be​hind them, then bent down to hug Ho​pe. “You got​ta stay he​re,” she sa​id to the dog. “We’ll be back, I pro​mi​se, but you ne​ed to stay he​re.” Ho​pe sho​ved his he​ad aga​inst her hands, but she pus​hed him back. “Stay.” She pul​led the do​or clo​sed. The dog scratc​hed at the in​si​de of it for a few se​conds, but then they he​ard him wan​der off in​to the back of the tra​iler.

    “He’ll be fi​ne,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    The wal​ked thro​ugh the in​dust​ri​al park, bet​we​en bu​il​dings and along fen​ces, to​ward the city. No lights gu​ided the​ir way, tho​ugh they co​uld ma​ke out the skyli​ne aga​inst the clo​uds and mo​on. They fo​und a ro​ad that le​ad to the co​re of the city and fol​lo​wed it. Only on​ce did they see any cra​zi​es, and tho​se we​re so​me dis​tan​ce away, a pack of half a do​zen wan​de​ring in circ​les.

    “It’s li​ke they’re mo​re crazy he​re,” Eva​j​e​an whis​pe​red.

    She was right. All the cra​zi​es they’d met out​si​de of the bar​ri​er bor​de​red on not be​ing crazy at all, but in he​re they se​emed da​zed and lost, li​ke they truly had go​ne mad.

    “You think it’s be​ca​use we’re clo​ser- That we’re get​ting ne​ar so​met​hing that’s ma​king them that way?”

    Elliot shrug​ged. “Co​uld be. Things fe​el dif​fe​rent he​re.” And they did. The air was cold and car​ri​ed a ten​si​on, li​ke elect​ri​cal li​nes we​re ne​arby, and El​li​ot co​uld tas​te so​met​hing in it, burnt and musty. Both grew fa​intly stron​ger as they wal​ked.

    “There’s go​ing to be a lot of them, when we get in​to the city,” El​li​ot sa​id. “All tho​se cars, and the ones we saw along the fre​eway-they’re all go​ing to the city. All of them, all of the cra​zi​es and all of the pe​op​le who are mis​sing.”

    “I won​de​red that,” she sa​id. “How empty the world was, ex​cept for Na​hom. And the cars go​ne, too. It’s li​ke ever​yo​ne just pac​ked up and ca​me he​re.”

    “That’s not go​ing to ma​ke get​ting aro​und the city very easy. It may be pretty dan​ge​ro​us to find this mu​se​um.”

    “I think we’ll be okay,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “We’re sup​po​sed to find it, re​mem​ber? And the cra​zi​es may be on our si​de, li​ke the ones in the wa​re​ho​use.”

    Elliot nod​ded. He still tho​ught of them as the enemy and co​uldn’t sha​ke that imp​res​si​on, not af​ter what hap​pe​ned in Na​hom.

    “Still,” he sa​id, “we sho​uld be ca​re​ful.”

    “Absolutely,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    They wal​ked in si​len​ce then, fe​eling the chan​ge in the air and the we​ight of the sacks of wa​ter.

    They’d go​ne a half an ho​ur in​to the su​burbs when they saw the wo​man. A gro​up of cra​zi​es had wan​de​red by, wal​king down the mid​dle of the stre​et and scan​ning the ho​uses. El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an cro​uc​hed be​hind a wo​oden fen​ce, sta​ying out of sight. The cra​zi​es tal​ked to each ot​her in the​ir stran​ge lan​gu​age as they pas​sed. When the pack had go​ne, El​li​ot sto​od up. “It’s only go​ing to get wor​se,” he sa​id, “the de​eper in​to the city we get.”

    “Just me​ans mo​re be​ing ca​re​ful,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “I gu​ess it’s go​od we don’t ha​ve Ho​pe with us.”

    They we​re pic​king up the​ir bags to con​ti​nue wal​king when they he​ard the snap of branc​hes be​hind them. El​li​ot spun, lo​oking in​to the shrubs that li​ned the fen​ce at the back of the ho​use’s yard. Eva​j​e​an jum​ped up, drop​ping her bag. “What was-”

    “Quiet,” he sa​id. The no​ise had de​fi​ni​tely co​me from back the​re. So​me​one was in the bus​hes. For the first ti​me sin​ce they’d ma​de it thro​ugh the bar​ri​er, he fo​und him​self wis​hing he hadn’t drop​ped the gun on the flo​or in that ter​rib​le ba​se​ment.

    He lif​ted a wa​ter bot​tle, ho​ping its we​ight wo​uld lend for​ce to any blow he might ne​ed to ma​ke. “Elli​ot,” Eva​j​e​an whis​pe​red, but he ig​no​red her.

    He star​ted ac​ross the yard, ke​eping low. He’d go​ne half way when the wo​man fell out from be​hind a bush and ran to​ward him.

    “Could it be?” she cal​led. “The Mighty and Strong?” She stop​ped when she saw the bot​tle in El​li​ot’s ra​ised hand. “Ple​ase.” She was pan​ting. “I don’t want to hurt you. Oh, I’ve wa​ited so long.”

    Evajean ca​me up be​hind El​li​ot and put her hand on his arm. “I think she’s one of them,” she sa​id to him.

    He let the bot​tle drop. “One of who?”

    “Like Mel​vin. She’s sup​po​sed to help us.”

    Elliot held on​to the bot​tle. He wasn’t up for trus​ting an​yo​ne just yet. “We’re- I gu​ess we’re the Might and Strong,” he sa​id.

    “She’s right,” the wo​man sa​id. “I am sup​po​sed to help you. In fact, hel​ping you is all I’ve be​en ab​le to think abo​ut la​tely. I can’t get it out of my he​ad, ac​tu​al​ly.”

    Evajean step​ped for​ward. “Who are you?”

    “My na​me’s Cas​sand​ra Burns. You can call me Cassy. Ever​yo​ne do​es- Or did. Ever​yo​ne did be​fo​re all this hap​pe​ned.”

    “Have you be​en he​re all this ti​me?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    Cassandra nod​ded. “Sin​ce it all star​ted. I co​uldn’t get out if I wan​ted to, any​way, be​ca​use of that thing in the sky.”

    “The bar​ri​er?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “That’s what it is,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id. “I didn’t go all the way to it, but I co​uld see that the​re just wasn’t any way thro​ugh. Ex​cept- The two of you must’ve got​ten thro​ugh, ot​her​wi​se you wo​uldn’t be he​re.”

    “It was a ho​use,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “The bar​ri​er went right down the mid​dle of it and we we​re ab​le to walk thro​ugh to the ot​her si​de.”

    “And now you’re he​re. And I’m sup​po​sed to help you.” She sud​denly so​un​ded un​cer​ta​in.

    “Have you be​en in​to the city?” El​li​ot sa​id. He’d ope​ned the wa​ter bot​tle and ta​ken a sip and now he held it out to Cas​sand​ra.

    “Thank you,” she sa​id, and drank. “And no, I ha​ven’t be​en all the way in. The​re’s too many of them for that.”
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    “We ne​ed to get the​re, tho​ugh,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Elliot ope​ned anot​her bot​tle of wa​ter. “You know whe​re this mu​se​um is?”

    There was no con​fu​si​on. Cas​sand​ra had ex​pec​ted the qu​es​ti​on. “It’s down​town. It’s not go​ing to be easy to get to.”

    “Still, we ha​ve to,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “You cer​ta​inly do,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id. “It’s whe​re you find the jo​ur​nal.”

    “What jo​ur​nal?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Joseph Smith’s.”

    “Who’s that?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked.

    Cassandra Burns rol​led her eyes. “The mighty and the strong in​de​ed…” she sa​id. “He’s the one who star​ted all this.” She po​in​ted in the di​rec​ti​on of the city. “He was led to the gol​den pla​tes by the an​gel, trans​la​ted them, pub​lis​hed the re​sults, and fo​un​ded the Mor​mon church. He’s the​ir prop​het.”

    “And he’s in​vol​ved in all this?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Cassandra nod​ded. “I don’t know how, but yes, I think he is. I know I’m sup​po​sed to help the two of you find his jo​ur​nal-”

    “Which is in the mu​se​um,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “-and then I don’t know what hap​pens from the​re.”

    “Let me ask you so​met​hing,” El​li​ot sa​id. “You say you’re sup​po​sed to help us, that you knew we we​re co​ming. How? How did you know we’d be he​re? Did so​me​one tell you?”

    “God did,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id.

    Elliot blin​ked. “God?”

    “I he​ard his vo​ice in my dre​ams. He kept me ali​ve and sa​fe when ever​yo​ne el​se di​ed or went mad. He le​ad me he​re, sho​wed me the way that avo​ided the dan​gers. Spe​aking of,” she sa​id, “we sho​uld at the very le​ast go in​si​de. I’m not re​ady to ta​ke you to the mu​se​um now but I’m al​so not ter​ribly com​for​tab​le stan​ding out he​re in the open, no mat​ter how much pro​tec​ti​on I’m get​ting from God.”

    Cassandra used one of the uno​pe​ned plas​tic bot​tles to bre​ak one of the pa​nes of glass in the the ho​use’s back do​or. When the three of them we​re in​si​de and had do​ne a se​arch of the pla​ce to ma​ke su​re it was empty of cra​zi​es, El​li​ot re​tur​ned to his qu​es​ti​oning.

    “How do you know it was God?” They we​re sit​ting aro​und a tab​le in the kitc​hen.

    “How do you know anyt​hing?” Cas​sand​ra sa​id. “I just do. When the Lord spe​aks in yo​ur dre​ams, you’re left with lit​tle ro​om to do​ubt.”

    Evajean nod​ded, but El​li​ot ho​ped it was only to be po​li​te. “That’s not go​od eno​ugh for me,” he sa​id. “A lot of ter​rib​le stuff has hap​pe​ned re​cently, a lot of pe​op​le are de​ad-”

    “And you won​der how God co​uld ha​ve al​lo​wed that to be?”

    “No,” El​li​ot sa​id. “I just want to be su​re that this thing you he​ard in yo​ur he​ad, that told you to find us and help us, isn’t the sa​me thing that’s be​hind all of it.”

    Cassandra la​ug​hed. “You do​ubt?” she sa​id. “Everyt​hing that’s hap​pe​ned, everyt​hing you’ve se​en, and you do​ubt whet​her it was God?”

    “Yes,” El​li​ot sa​id. “How do we know it wasn’t-” He tur​ned to Eva​j​e​an.

    “The Mad King Mo​ro​ni,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “There is a God,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id, “and he spo​ke to me. I ha​ve fa​ith in that de​eper than the two of you can un​ders​tand. I know.”

    “What do you know?” El​li​ot sa​id. “I gu​ess, see, I’m still ha​ving tro​ub​le wrap​ping my mind aro​und all of this. Pe​op​le star​ted get​ting sick, el​derly and… and child​ren. No​body knew what it was but the go​vern​ment told us to stay in our ho​mes and re​ma​in calm, and when mo​re pe​op​le star​ted dying, they be​gan pic​king up the bo​di​es and ta​king them so​mew​he​re.”

    “To the Ho​le,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    Cassandra was watc​hing El​li​ot and didn’t turn when Eva​j​e​an spo​ke. El​li​ot con​ti​nu​ed. “As far as we knew, Eva​j​e​an and me we​re the only pe​op​le left in our town, in our sta​te-anywhe​re. And so we de​ci​ded to go find this Ho​le be​ca​use that se​emed li​ke the only thing left to do. Up to that po​int, you co​uld say it all ma​de sen​se. I me​an, how many ti​mes had we he​ard a pla​gue was go​ing to wi​pe out the hu​man ra​ce? That this one hap​pe​ned to dri​ve pe​op​le mad be​fo​re they di​ed-who knows? It co​uld’ve be​en in​fec​ting the bra​in.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “That’s why the cra​zi​es we​re shoc​king but not a to​tal shock, you know? But then we fo​und that town whe​re ever​yo​ne se​emed okay and things just got too we​ird.”

    “And this has ma​de you do​ubt God?” Cas​sand​ra as​ked.

    “It’s ma​de me do​ubt-or be re​ady to be​li​eve, for that mat​ter-pret​ty much everyt​hing,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “My know​led​ge is li​mi​ted,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id, “but I can try to exp​la​in as much as I know. My dre​ams ha​ve hel​ped me to le​arn abo​ut the​se events, and my stu​di​es ha​ve pro​vi​ded slightly mo​re.”

    “What stu​di​es?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “That mu​se​um you ne​ed to get to?” Cas​sand​ra sa​id. “I wor​ked the​re. Early Ame​ri​can his​tory. Al​be​it with a Mor​mon slant, but that’s to be ex​pec​ted in this town. Not that I bo​ught in​to any of that-I was ra​ised Met​ho​dist and re​ma​in to this day-but it was work and I just co​uldn’t ima​gi​ne li​ving anyw​he​re el​se. Now I know why.”

    “That’s one of the things I’m un​su​re abo​ut,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “What do​es Mor​mon stuff ha​ve to do with all this? You men​ti​oned Smith and his an​gel, but how’s it all ti​ed in?”

    “Ultimately, I can’t tell you. But the​re are strong signs of con​nec​ti​on,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id.

    “What can you tell us?” El​li​ot as​ked.

    “Do you know how Mor​mo​nism was fo​un​ded?” Cas​sand​ra sa​id.

    “Smith fo​und the bo​ok and trans​la​ted it,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “Yes, but do you know how the Mor​mons say the​ir fa​ith ca​me to be? The un​derl​ying mytho​logy, I sup​po​se?”

    “No,” El​li​ot sa​id. Eva​j​e​an sho​ok her he​ad.

    “Thousands of ye​ars ago, a lost tri​be of Is​ra​el ca​me to Ame​ri​ca and set​tled. This was to be the pro​mi​sed land, whe​re God’s king​dom wo​uld be es​tab​lis​hed. Jesus, af​ter his de​ath, sho​wed up in the Sta​tes to tell the pe​op​le that. Even​tu​al​ly the pe​op​le split in​to two war​ring fac​ti​ons, ho​we​ver-the Nep​hi​tes and the La​ma​ni​tes. The for​mer we​re the go​od guys, but they we​re de​fe​ated. God cur​sed the vic​tors and the La​ma​ni​tes’ skin dar​ke​ned and they be​ca​me the Na​ti​ve Ame​ri​cans.”

    “That’s ab​surd,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “Yes,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id, “I be​li​eved so, too. But now, the signs ma​ke me think dif​fe​rently per​haps. I think the Nep​hi​tes and the La​ma​ni​tes we​re re​al.”
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    Elliot la​ug​hed. “Fa​ir eno​ugh,” he sa​id. “I me​an, that ang​le, Mo​ro​ni, ga​ve the bo​ok to Smith and we le​ar​ned he’s got so​met​hing to do with this. So why not the Na​ti​ve Ame​ri​cans, too?”

    “How do you know they’re re​al?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked.

    Cassandra sho​ok her he​ad. “I he​ard them. In my dre​ams at first, I he​ard them tal​king. See, Smith sa​id that the pla​tes he got from Mo​ro​ni we​re writ​ten in what he cal​led ‘re​for​med Egyp​ti​an.’ Pe​op​le, out​si​de of the Mor​mons, tend to think that’s just so​met​hing he ma​de up. But I spent a ye​ar in Egypt du​ring col​le​ge as part of my anth​ro​po​logy deg​ree, and whi​le I ne​ver le​ar​ned to spe​ak it, I ca​me to know what the lan​gu​age so​un​ded li​ke. When the dre​ams star​ted, when God be​gan tal​king to me, I’d get the​se ima​ges, of war and hor​rib​le things. The pe​op​le figh​ting, the ones kil​ling each ot​her, spo​ke in so​met​hing that so​un​ded al​most exactly li​ke Egyp​ti​an, but not qu​ite.”

    “You he​ard it in yo​ur dre​ams?” El​li​ot sa​id. “That hardly me​ans tho​se pe​op​le exist.”

    “You’re right,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id. “I wo​uldn’t at all me​an they we​re re​al. Ho​we​ver, my dre​ams are the only pla​ce I he​ard it. I’m su​re, du​ring yo​ur en​co​un​ters with the mad pe​op​le out​si​de, you he​ard them tal​king, to them​sel​ves and to each ot​her?”

    “Yes,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “I don’t know what they’re sa​ying,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id, “but I can tell you with ab​so​lu​te cer​ta​inty that they’re sa​ying it in re​for​med Egyp​ti​an.”

    Elliot fo​und he didn’t ca​re any​mo​re. The world had go​ne mad, true, but he had the fe​eling this wo​man be​at it to the punch. He knew she was im​por​tant, that she’d ta​ke them to the mu​se​um to find wha​te​ver was in the​re, but he was ti​red of what she had to say. It didn’t even mat​ter whet​her any of it was true.

    “Evajean,” he sa​id, put​ting his hand on top of hers, “we sho​uld eit​her le​ave now and try to get to the mu​se​um be​fo​re dayb​re​ak, or sle​ep. If we sle​ep, I want to wa​it out the day, tho​ugh, sin​ce it’ll be easi​er to avo​id the cra​zi​es in the dark.”

    Cassandra pus​hed back her cha​ir. “Mr. Bis​hop has a po​int. I sup​po​se I’m up for le​aving now.”

    Evajean nod​ded. “Might as well,” she sa​id.

    The cra​zi​es we​re thic​ker clo​ser to the city. Se​ve​ral ti​mes du​ring the​ir jo​ur​ney, the three of them had to duck in​to a ho​use to wa​it out a pack wan​de​ring down the ro​ad. For​tu​na​tely, most we​re un​loc​ked. “They’re trus​ting folk,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id.

    She had a go​od idea of whe​re they we​re go​ing and El​li​ot let him​self fol​low, tho​ugh he re​ma​ined con​cer​ned abo​ut just whe​re she might be le​ading them. A mu​se​um, that they all ag​re​ed on, but rel​ying on this wo​man to find it-and to find it sa​fely-had him ner​vo​us.

    Without elect​ri​city, the city was lit only by the stars and mo​on in the hu​ge Utah sky. But that wasn’t much, and mo​re than on​ce they al​most bum​ped in​to a gro​up of cra​zi​es be​fo​re se​e​ing them and had to madly dash to find co​ver. El​li​ot was glad they’d left Ho​pe in the tra​iler.

    “We’re al​most the​re,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id af​ter so​me ti​me. “A co​up​le blocks mo​re and then it’s up to the two of you.”

    “You’re not co​ming with us?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “No, I’m go​ing to wa​it out​si​de. This thing you ha​ve to find, it’s for the two of you alo​ne. I’m not me​ant to see it.”

    “How do you know that?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “The sa​me way I know all of it. Dre​ams and fe​elings. I’m qu​ite su​re that’s how you two know what to do as well.”

    Elliot nod​ded. She co​uldn’t co​me with them. If he cast his mind for​ward, ima​gi​ned what might be in​si​de the mu​se​um, he sen​sed Eva​j​e​an’s pre​sen​ce, but not Cas​sand​ra’s. This was up to them, the Mighty and the Strong-wha​te​ver that me​ant.

    Downtown Salt La​ke was odd. El​li​ot re​ali​zed he hadn’t be​en in a lar​ge city sin​ce this all star​ted, and the to​tal emp​ti​ness of it ma​de the bu​il​dings fe​el both lar​ger and clo​ser to​get​her, li​ke the walls of a de​ep and nar​row can​yon. He’d ne​ver be​en cla​ust​rop​ho​bic be​fo​re, but all this glass and ste​el and sto​ne was ma​king him fe​el that way.

    “It’s right up the​re,” Cas​sand​ra sa​id af​ter anot​her block. She po​in​ted and El​li​ot saw it.

    “The art mu​se​um?” he sa​id.

    Cassandra shrug​ged. “I don’t know-but I know that’s it.”

    “She’s right,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “That’s whe​re it is. Whe​re we ha​ve to go.”

    “Okay,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Cassandra let them go on wit​ho​ut her then, sa​ying she’d stay clo​se to watch. “If an​yo​ne co​mes,” she sa​id, “I can try to find you, to warn you.” They left her, stan​ding on the cor​ner. El​li​ot knew she’d be go​ne with they re​tur​ned.

    They glan​ced aro​und, one mo​re scan for ap​pro​ac​hing cra​zi​es, and ran ac​ross the stre​et. He star​ted up the step to the ma​in ent​ran​ce but Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “Wa​it, no, this way,” and to​ok him aro​und the si​de ins​te​ad, to a ser​vi​ce ent​ran​ce. It lo​oked li​ke a lo​ading area for trucks, with a me​tal ver​ti​cal sli​ding do​or-open just eno​ugh for the two of them to squ​e​eze thro​ugh.

    He sto​od up in​si​de. Eva​j​e​an had the​ir flash​lights and han​ded one to him. El​li​ot tur​ned it on and swept the light ac​ross the ga​ra​ge. A few bo​xes and drums we​re stac​ked ran​domly, but ot​her​wi​se it was empty.
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    “Where do we go?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “I don’t know. Do you know?”

    “No.”

    Evajean lo​oked aro​und. “I tho​ught I’d just fe​el it,” she sa​id. “Li​ke back in the ho​use at the bar​ri​er.”

    “Yeah.”

    “But I don’t.”

    “I don’t eit​her,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Evajean wal​ked ahe​ad of him, to the back of the ga​ra​ge whe​re a ra​iling ran along an ele​va​ted conc​re​te walk​way. Two do​ors we​re along its far wall and, as El​li​ot swept his light ac​ross them, he co​uld see that the one on the right was par​ti​al​ly open. “The​re,” he sa​id.

    “It’s whe​re I’m go​ing,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    The ga​ra​ge le​ad to a lar​ge of​fi​ce spa​ce, fil​led with cu​bic​les, and then in​to the mu​se​um pro​per. They ca​me out be​hind a tic​ket desk.

    “You’re not go​ing to li​ke this,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “What?”

    “What we’re sup​po​sed to find- I’m get​ting a fe​eling abo​ut it.”

    “Yeah?”

    “From the ba​se​ment.”

    Elliot sig​hed.

    “I’ll co​me with you this ti​me,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “Yeah, you will,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Do you know what it is? What we’re lo​oking for?”

    “No.”

    “But it’s in he​re, in the mu​se​um.”

    “I’m pretty su​re it is. Ac​tu​al​ly, no, I’m po​si​ti​ve it’s he​re.”

    “Then let’s find the ba​se​ment.”

    Their sho​es we​re lo​ud on the po​lis​hed conc​re​te flo​or. The mu​se​um wasn’t as cla​ust​rop​hic as Wal-Mart had be​en, but El​li​ot still wis​hed the​re was mo​re light than just the pa​ir of be​ems from the flash​lights they car​ri​ed. The​re wasn’t any sign of cra​zi​es, no no​ises or shuf​fles. El​li​ot kept the​ir pa​ce up, wal​king thro​ugh the wi​de halls, scan​ning for signs mar​ked “Ba​se​ment” or “Sto​ra​ge.”

    “It’s get​ting stron​ger,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id when they go​ne the full length of one hall and tur​ned left in​to anot​her.

    “The fe​eling?”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id. “It’s this way, I think.”

    A smal​ler pas​sa​ge branc​hed off the ma​in hal​lway, an al​co​ve of bath​ro​oms, drin​king fo​un​ta​ins, and a do​or at the far end wit​ho​ut a la​bel. “It won’t be loc​ked,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id as they ap​pro​ac​hed.

    Elliot lo​oked at her. “You know that?”

    “This fe​eling, it’s- El​li​ot, it’s the we​ir​dest thing ever. I’ve do​ne this be​fo​re, that’s what it’s li​ke. I’ve se​en all this or li​ved it-dre​amed it, may​be. You’re not get​ting it, too?”

    “No.”

    “I won​der why not.”

    “I don’t know,” El​li​ot sa​id. He re​mem​be​red her in the mid​dle of Na​hom, stan​ding with the gol​den box over her he​ad, the cra​zi​es dying all aro​und them. He re​mem​be​red what she’d sa​id and the burst of light that fol​lo​wed. What was she? “Let’s try it, then,” he sa​id and re​ac​hed for the do​or.

    It fell open at his to​uch, swin​ging back on si​lent hin​ges. Be​yond was a set of sta​irs le​ading down.

    “Told you,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “I’ll go first,” El​li​ot sa​id and star​ted down. Un​li​ke the ba​se​ment of that ter​rib​le ho​use, the​se sta​irs we​re so​lid, in​dust​ri​al gra​de. They didn’t squ​e​ek and they didn’t gi​ve un​der his we​ight.

    At the bot​tom, the ro​om ope​ned out on​to an ex​pan​se of six fo​ot high shel​ves in rows, fil​ling an area that had to be clo​se to the si​ze of the mu​se​um’s en​ti​re first flo​or. On the shel​ves we​re card​bo​ard bo​xes, me​tal ca​ges, and plas​tic bins. Stuff bet​we​en all the​se we​re rolls and she​ets of pa​per, so​me new and ot​hers fa​ded and crumb​ling.

    “Storage,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, ta​king a step past him and lo​oking aro​und.

    “I ho​pe you know whe​re this thing is.”

    “I will,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “I just ne​ed to get clo​ser.”

    She wal​ked out in​to the ro​om, along one of the rows of shel​ves, and El​li​ot fol​lo​wed. “You think it’s all the stuff they co​uldn’t fit in the ex​hi​bits?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked.

    “Maybe,” El​li​ot sa​id. He pul​led a bin out from a shelf and lo​oked in​si​de. It was fil​led with pac​ka​ged of va​ri​o​us si​zes, from a small as a golf ball up to per​haps a hu​man skull, all wrap​ped in brown pa​per and ti​ed with twi​ne. He lif​ted one and fo​und it he​avy. “I bet the​se are rocks,” he sa​id. “May​be all this is for re​se​arch. Pa​len​to​logy, arc​he​ology, that sort of thing.”

    “There su​re is a lot of it.”

    Elliot drop​ped the pac​ka​ge and slid the bin back in​to pla​ce. “You get​ting anyt​hing?”

    Evajean tur​ned to him and shrug​ged. “May​be. It’s hard to tell. I wish I knew what it was, what I was lo​oking for.”

    “I don’t think that’d help much,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Not in all this.”

    “Let’s ke​ep go​ing,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “It’s he​re, I know that.”

    They’d ma​de it to the end of that ro​om and two-thirds down the next one when Eva​j​e​an held up her hand. “We’re clo​se,” she sa​id. “It’s li​ke… a ting​le, in my hands and sto​mach. I know we’re clo​se.” She wal​ked to one of the shel​ves, stop​ped, sho​ok her he​ad, and he​aded to anot​her. “Whe​re are you?” she whis​pe​red.

    Something cras​hed ups​ta​irs. A bang rat​tled the ce​iling, kic​king up dust, and then a tre​mor went thro​ugh the ro​om. Eva​j​e​an stumb​led and fell aga​inst a shelf be​fo​re El​li​ot co​uld catch her. “What the hell was that?” he sa​id when the sha​king stop​ped.

    Evajean sta​red at him, eyes wi​de. “Was that- Is the​re so​me​one he​re?”

    “Quiet.”

    But the​re was no furt​her so​und. El​li​ot ga​ve it at le​ast a mi​nu​te, cro​uc​hed next to an enor​mo​us card​bo​ard box, le​aning clo​se to Eva​j​e​an, a hand on her knee. He tri​ed not to bre​at​he. And he he​ard not​hing. Fi​nal​ly, he sa​id, “It was just an earth-”

    “No,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “No, if it was an earth​qu​ake, why’d it start ups​ta​irs? Why didn’t we fe​el it and then ha​ve the crash, ins​te​ad of the ot​her way aro​und?”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. He had no idea. He sto​od up. “Let’s find this thing be​fo​re it hap​pens aga​in. I want to get out of he​re as so​on as pos​sib​le.”

    “We’re clo​se,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. She be​gan se​arc​hing the shel​ves on​ce mo​re, tho​ugh fas​ter this ti​me.

    A co​up​le mi​nu​tes la​ter she cal​led out, “It’s he​re! El​li​ot, I fo​und it.” He rus​hed over. She was pul​ling a box out from a shelf. Li​ke all the rest, it was card​bo​ard, and abo​ut the si​ze of thick hard​co​ver bo​ok. The box had be​en se​aled with pac​ka​ging ta​pe, go​ne yel​low and crackly with age.

    “Open it,” she sa​id, hol​ding it out to him.

    Elliot to​ok it. The box was light and felt slightly damp. He tuc​ked it un​der his arm. “Out​si​de,” he sa​id. “We’ll open it then. But I want to get out of he​re, first.”

    Evajean lo​oked di​sap​po​in​ted, but nod​ded. “Okay,” she sa​id.

    They ran back to the steps and up in​to the lit​tle al​co​ve.
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    Elliot sat down. “He​re,” he sa​id. “I think it’s sa​fe to open it now.”

    They’d left the mu​se​um wit​ho​ut en​co​un​te​ring any tro​ub​le and co​me out​si​de to find Cas​sand​ra go​ne, as ex​pec​ted. That was her mis​si​on, El​li​ot tho​ught. She did it but she didn’t stick aro​und to see how it tur​ned out.
    Evajean had led them down the stre​et to a ho​tel and El​li​ot bro​ke the glass front do​or to let them in​si​de. Only when they’d fo​und an open ro​om and loc​ked them​sel​ves in did El​li​ot fe​el com​for​tab​le ta​king out the pac​ka​ge.

    Evajean to​ok it from him and tur​ned it over in her hands. “What do you think it is?”

    Elliot shrug​ged. “Open it.”

    She sat down on the bed and be​gan pe​eling the ta​pe off the box. “Why’s it wet?” she as​ked.

    “Basement damp,” El​li​ot sa​id. “From be​ing down the​re so long.”

    “But it wasn’t damp down the​re,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “At le​ast not that I co​uld tell.” She re​mo​ved the last pi​ece of ta​pe and pul​led the box flaps open. She re​ac​hed in​si​de and to​ok out a black rec​tang​le, a qu​ar​ter of an inch thick and the si​ze of a pa​per​back bo​ok. “It’s a jo​ur​nal,” she sa​id, thum​bing back the co​ver. As she flip​ped thro​ugh, a fol​ded pa​per fell from bet​we​en the pa​ges, lan​ding by El​li​ot’s fo​ot. He bent and pic​ked it up, un​fol​ding it ac​ross his lap.

    The pa​per was a lar​ge squ​are, eigh​te​en inc​hes on a si​de, and co​ve​red, on both si​des and ex​cept for a slim mar​gin, with tiny, handw​rit​ten symbols in nar​row rows. El​li​ot lo​oked at it bri​efly and then set it asi​de. “Who’s is it?” he as​ked Eva​j​e​an.

    She tur​ned to the first pa​ge and shrug​ged. “It do​esn’t say.”

    “It’s in eng​lish, tho​ugh?”

    “Uh huh.”

    “What do​es it say?”

    So Eva​j​e​an re​ad from the small bo​ok-and, in the ti​me it to​ok her to do so, many of tho​se qu​es​ti​ons that had for so long nag​ged them we​re hor​rif​yingly ans​we​red.

    

****
    

    “Your grand​fat​her was the prop​het of the one true fa​ith.” That was my es​te​emed li​ne​age, or so my mot​her told me ti​me and aga​in, whe​ne​ver the an​ni​ver​sary of his de​ath bro​ught its day of mo​ur​ning. “Yo​ur grand​fat​her was cho​sen by God to re​de​em His church and gat​her His flock in the na​me of His only be​got​ten son, Jesus Christ.”

    As a child, he​aring tho​se words, the​re was al​ways a deg​ree of di​sap​po​int​ment and sha​me. Why had I not be​en cal​led to a si​mi​lar mis​si​on. Why did God sho​wer all this at​ten​ti​on on my grand​fat​her and no​ne on me? Per​haps it was this re​sent​ment that le​ad me to re​j​ect Joseph Smith’s fa​ith, that star​ted me on the path from Mor​mo​nism to de​ism to ag​nos​ti​cism to, even​tu​al​ly, at​he​ism. I ad​mit that as a pos​si​bi​lity, but ul​ti​ma​tely I must re​j​ect it’s truth and hold to the po​wer of my re​ason. I ga​ve up the fa​ith of my grand​fat​her and of my mot​her not out of re​sent​ment or an​ger but, rat​her, be​ca​use I ca​me to see it as simply fal​se. The fan​tas​tic sto​ri​es they told we​re just that and the grand cos​mo​logy, with it’s three le​vels of he​aven and plet​ho​ra of gods not​hing but flights of the ima​gi​na​ti​on as won​de​ro​us as anyt​hing from Mr. Wells.

    I was ex​com​mu​ni​ca​ted on my twen​ti​eth birth​day. No lon​ger a Sa​int, I left Utah and mo​ved to New York to at​tend uni​ver​sity. Wha​te​ver the​ir deg​ree of truth, the sto​ri​es of the an​ci​ents my mot​her had re​ad to me from the Bo​ok of Mor​mon fo​und las​ting inf​lu​en​ce, and I de​ci​ded to de​di​ca​te my stu​di​es to arc​he​ology and clas​si​cal lan​gu​ages. I fo​und I had a knack for it and ro​se qu​ickly thro​ugh the ranks of scho​lars, even​tu​al​ly se​cu​ring a pro​fes​sors​hip at one of the ma​j​or nort​he​as​tern col​le​ges. It was ye​ars la​ter, du​ring a sum​mer sa​ba​ti​cal, that I de​ci​ded to tra​vel to whe​re my grand​fat​her’s le​gacy be​gan: Palmy​ra, New York.

    I am not su​re why I did this. Mor​mo​nism it​self held lit​tle las​ting in​te​rest for me and any spi​ri​tu​al pull it may ha​ve had was long usur​ped by a ra​ti​ona​list world vi​ew. Per​haps it was only that con​san​gu​ine​o​us call so many of us fe​el when we re​ach a cer​ta​in age, the de​si​re to go back to whe​re we ca​me from and see it thro​ugh ol​der and, in a way, ne​wer eyes. Wha​te​ver the re​ason, that sum​mer saw me ren​ting a small ca​bin in the fo​rests of wes​tern New York, vi​si​ting first my grand​fat​her’s ho​me and then-unfor​tu​na​tely, as events wo​uld ha​ve it-se​arc​hing for the mythi​cal Hill Cu​mo​rah, whe​re he sup​po​sedly fo​und tho​se cru​ci​al gol​den pla​tes.

    Knowledge of the lo​ca​ti​on whe​re the unt​rans​la​ted Bo​ok of Mor​mon was dug from the earth di​ed with my grand​fat​her, or at le​ast that was the ac​cep​ted wis​dom of the ti​me. Many ar​gu​ed that the​re ne​ver had be​en such a pla​ce and that the Hill Cu​mo​rah was not​hing mo​re than anot​her fab​ri​ca​ti​on in a long li​ne by Joseph Smith. This vi​ew was the one I held un​til that sum​mer and it is one I wish I co​uld still hold on to to​day.

    I will not bo​re the re​ader with a de​ta​iled ac​co​unt of how I be​gan to track down that le​gen​dary spot in the hills out​si​de of Palmy​ra. Suf​fi​ce it to say that the pro​cess en​ta​iled nu​me​ro​us con​ver​sa​ti​ons with inc​re​asingly co​untry-and un​sa​vory-folks who po​in​ted me to furt​her pe​ers, all wan​ting so​me kind of com​pen​sa​ti​on, tho​ugh usu​al​ly of​fe​ring me the cho​ice bet​we​en tur​ning over mo​ney or al​co​hol. The for​mer se​emed to be ro​undly pre​fe​red. This pro​cess oc​cu​pi​ed me for we​eks, du​ring which ti​me I was ab​le only to work spo​ra​di​cal​ly on my trans​la​ti​on du​ti​es for the uni​ver​sity. It all ca​me to a cli​max, ho​we​ver, when an old and dirty trap​per, who the lo​cals cal​led Be​ar, in​for​med me of the things he’d se​en whi​le ma​king camp one night at a lo​ca​ti​on de​ep in the fo​rest. He was su​re he co​uld di​rect me and sa​id he wo​uld if only I’d lis​ten to his ta​le and fe​ed him whis​key whi​le he told it.

    We met on a Thurs​day eve​ning in an empty farm ho​use Be​ar cla​imed was ow​ned by his brot​her. The ho​use ap​pe​ared to ha​ve not se​en use in so​me ti​me, tho​ugh. Dust co​ated the fur​ni​tu​re, what lit​tle the​re was, and all of the gro​und flo​or win​dows we​re crac​ked or bro​ken. I smi​led at Be​ar and let him se​at us at the small tab​le by a cold and empty sto​ve and de​ci​ded not to press him on the ac​tu​al ow​ner of this sad dwel​ling.

    After he’d fi​nis​hed three shots of the re​la​ti​vely che​ap drink I’d bro​ught with me, Be​ar be​gan. “It’s a right nasty thing,” he sa​id, “to see so​met​hing so aw​ful when you’re all alo​ne.”

    “What’s that?” I as​ked.

    He le​aned to​ward me, his bre​ath harsh with my whis​key. “Na​tu​re. That blo​ody mot​her bitch. Hor​rib​le, it is, when she te​ars her​self from the earth to hunt.
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    This was not the stran​gest thing I’d he​ard ut​te​red du​ring my se​arch for the hill Cu​mo​rah. Qu​ite the op​po​si​te, in fact. But it was sa​id with an an ear​nest​ness that ma​de the re​mark im​pos​sib​le to brush asi​de as the simp​le, drun​ken ra​vings of a co​untry bump​kin. I as​ked him to re​pe​at what he’d sa​id and he did, wit​ho​ut a chan​ge in eit​her the words or to​ne.

    “Can you desc​ri​be it?” I as​ked him. “Tell me in as much de​ta​il as you can re​mem​ber.”

    The story he told was hor​ri​fic in​de​ed and, as I lis​te​ned, I was dis​ma​yed to find myself be​li​eving him.

    Bear ro​uti​nely spent a lar​ge por​ti​on of each ye​ar li​ving in the​se fo​res​ted hills, hun​ting and trap​ping, fe​eding him​self from the spo​ils and sel​ling what re​ma​ined to the lo​cals in exc​han​ge for oc​ca​si​onal shel​ter and fre​qu​ent drink. Two ye​ars ago had be​en a par​ti​cu​larly warm and plen​ti​ful sum​mer and Be​ar had be​en li​ving wit​ho​ut hu​man con​tact for ne​arly a month.

    He’d ma​de camp at the cen​ter of a circ​le of low hills, a pla​ce he’d used be​fo​re sin​ce it was shel​te​red from the wind and fed by a small stre​am of cle​ar spring wa​ter. The sun had just go​ne down and he was drin​king the last of his whis​key be​fo​re tur​ning in for the night when he he​ard a ter​ri​fic crac​king so​und clo​se by.

    Knowing the dan​ger of fal​ling tre​es, Be​ar ha​uled him​self up from his sle​eping furs, lit a torch on his camp​fi​re, and set out to in​ves​ti​ga​te. Over one low rid​ge, he tho​ught he co​uld ma​ke out a glow of sorts, a pa​le yel​low light de​fu​sing thro​ugh the mist.

    “It co​uld’ve be​en fi​re, is what I was thin​king,” Be​ar sa​id. “Fi​re li​ke that it’d easily bring down tre​es and be mighty dan​ge​ro​us to a fo​ol li​ke me cam​ping right ne​ar it.” He sa​id this with the awa​re​ness of one who re​cog​ni​zes his own pro​pen​sity to​wards unj​us​ti​fi​ed risk and his eyes flas​hed at the ex​ci​te​ment of the me​mory. “Ti​mes li​ke that,” he sa​id, “I wish I kept a dog. Ani​mals can smell a fi​re be​fo​re we can.”

    I po​ured him anot​her drink. “What did you see when you lo​oked over the crest of the hill?” I as​ked.

    That glit​ter of re​memb​ran​ce di​sap​pe​ared from his eyes, which now went hard and cold. “Not a fi​re,” he sa​id. “It was a pit, you’d pro​bably call it, but to me that thing was not​hing but a hu​ge mo​uth, ope​ning in the dirt. It had te​eth of ro​ots and bro​ken logs, lips of moss. It ope​ned-I watc​hed it do that. Wi​der and wi​der. And that glow, what was fi​re when I was in my tent, wasn’t fi​re but the stuff on it’s ton​gue. Spit, I gu​ess it was. The ton​gue lic​ked out of that mo​uth and it sho​ne li​ke the for​ges of hell.” He re​ac​hed for the glass and drank its con​tents in a sing​le swal​low. “That’s not the worst,” he sa​id. “No, it only gets mo​re aw​ful af​ter that.”

    The mo​uth, as it tur​ned out, was only a por​tal thro​ugh which so​met​hing el​se ca​me in​to this world. Be​ar sta​yed low along the rid​ge of the hill, shi​ve​ring in the wet grass, his torch drop​ped and for​got​ten, as the maw con​ti​nu​ed to ex​pand. The ton​gue, a fat ap​pen​da​ge writ​hing li​ke so​me inj​ured be​ast, las​hed at the lips, te​eth, and the earth be​yond, spre​ading its lu​mi​nes​cent sa​li​va in po​ols and spat​ters. Af​ter se​ve​ral mi​nu​tes, this conf​lag​ra​ti​on ce​ased and the mo​uth was still. The ton​gue pul​led back in​si​de and the glow be​gan to fa​de. Be​ar, fo​cu​sing wha​te​ver ner​ve he had left, crept clo​ser. He had he​ard ta​les of myste​ri​o​us oc​cur​ren​ces in the​se wo​ods bet​we​en Palmy​ra and Manc​hes​ter, sto​ri​es of phan​tom lights and vo​ices, or ten fo​ot tall men wal​king among the tre​es. Most of the​se he ne​ver do​ub​ted, ra​ised as he was in the back​wo​ods su​pers​ti​ti​on of this bur​ned over dist​rict, but even for his de​ci​dedly cre​du​lo​us mind, the spec​tac​le he now wit​nes​sed was very ne​arly mad​de​ning. The ton​gue was only go​ne a short whi​le. The yel​low glow dim​med just no​ti​ce​ably be​fo​re it re​ap​pe​ared, clim​bing out of the thro​at, car​rying its hor​ri​fic pas​sen​ger.

    Here Be​ar stop​ped, to​ok anot​her drink, and cros​sed him​self. “You of a re​li​gi​o​us sort, Mr. Smith?” he as​ked me. I told him I wasn’t and this se​emed to re​li​eve him. “I’d say that’s go​od for you-if it didn’t me​an dam​na​ti​on,” he sa​id. “Go​od he​re, at le​ast, be​ca​use what I’m abo​ut to tell you-what I saw co​me out of that mo​uth-wo​uld wit​her the he​art of any go​od Chris​ti​an.”

    At first, all Be​ar saw was an inc​re​ase in the strength of the glow. But as it got clo​ser, he co​uld tell that this new light, ins​te​ad of the pri​or eerie yel​low, was a ha​te​ful and ma​lig​nant purp​le, li​ke a bru​ise stretc​hed thin over a cand​le fla​me. He pus​hed him​self back​wards, away from the ope​ning, but his leg ca​ught and twis​ted in a thick, rot​ting branch. Be​ar sat up to pull his fo​ot free when he he​ard the so​und, a whim​pe​ring mo​an that inc​re​ased in vo​lu​me to a thun​de​ro​us warb​le not of any ani​mal or man. As he sta​red in ter​ror, the so​ur​ce of that ca​cop​hony ro​se from the open mo​uth, ri​ding the ton​gue li​ke a pat​ri​arch on his pa​lan​qu​in.

    “A vi​ci​o​us and ter​rib​le be​ast it was,” Be​ar sa​id. His comp​le​xi​on had fa​ded to ne​arly that of a corp​se. “A she​ep, but no​ne li​ke I’d se​en in the fi​elds. This one was monst​ro​us, big​ger than even the lar​gest bull in a fa​ir.” The wo​ol hung in mangy clumps, spre​ad une​venly over gre​at knots of musc​le. The cre​atu​re’s mo​uth was open and the purp​le light po​ured forth, along with that aw​ful ba​ying so​und. In the still pre​sent glow of the ton​gue, Be​ar co​uld see that the ani​mal-if it co​uld be cal​led that-was wet with blo​od. Its eyes we​re clo​sed as it scre​amed at the sky. When the full cre​atu​re fi​nal​ly ca​me in​to vi​ew, Be​ar saw its sickly whi​te te​ats.

    Then the ton​gue stop​ped and the be​ast ope​ned its eyes. “And that’s when I be​gan pra​ying,” Be​ar sa​id. “That’s when I beg​ged God and Jesus to sa​ve me from this abo​mi​na​ti​on. Be​ca​use when tho​se eyes sprung open, they sho​wed the sa​me purp​le fla​me and, wor​se-God so much wor​se-was that they we​ren’t the only spot. No, mo​re ho​les ope​ned, all over the thing’s he​ad, each one with that sa​me light. And I cal​led to God be​ca​use this thing, this blo​ody be​ast, had a wretc​hed ha​lo. This blo​od ano​in​ted lamb was a per​ver​si​on of the Lamb of God. It was a sick im​pos​tor of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
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    I’m ge​ne​ral​ly not one to put too much stock in this kind of me​tap​ho​ri​cal re​aso​ning, but a blo​ody lamb with a ha​lo, es​pe​ci​al​ly in such ot​her​wi​se unu​su​al cir​cums​tan​ces, was too spe​ci​fic in na​tu​re to ig​no​re. And Be​ar was cle​arly ter​ri​fi​ed. He stop​ped spe​aking af​ter this last sta​te​ment and now sta​red off at so​me po​int be​hind me, eyes glassy, his empty drink sha​king in his hands. I was si​lent a mo​ment be​fo​re as​king, “What hap​pe​ned then?”

    Bear sho​ok his he​ad. “I pul​led my leg out and I ran fast as I co​uld away from the​re. Hid in a lit​tle ca​ve I know abo​ut and wa​ited for it to get light aga​in. It was a long night, I’ll tell you that.” He went qu​i​et aga​in. When at last he be​gan to spe​ak, his vo​ice was lo​wer, ne​arly a whis​per. “I saw it aga​in that night,” he sa​id. “I tri​ed to sle​ep but I co​uldn’t and I kept se​e​ing it, wal​king thro​ugh the wo​ods. On​ce it cha​sed a de​er not mo​re than twenty pa​ces from me. The be​ast was hun​ting. And even when I co​uldn’t see it, I co​uld see that light.”

    By mor​ning, the cre​atu​re had go​ne and when Be​ar re​tur​ned to the pla​ce he’d se​en the mo​uth, the​re was only a bur​ned scar. He col​lec​ted his be​lon​gings and de​ci​ded to end this par​ti​cu​lar stint away from ci​vi​li​za​ti​on. He hi​ked in​to Manc​hes​ter and spent the next we​ek drin​king away the re​ma​in​der of his mo​dest sa​vings. It was du​ring tho​se drun​ken days that he told the story to ever​yo​ne who wo​uld sit long eno​ugh to lis​ten, and it was thro​ugh tho​se who re​mem​be​red his ta​le that I’d fo​und him.

    That was all Be​ar co​uld tell me. He ne​ver went to that sec​ti​on of the fo​rest aga​in and, be​yond that we​ek of in​to​xi​ca​ti​on, kept the story to him​self. Three ye​ars had pas​sed wit​ho​ut anot​her in​ci​dent of that sort, tho​ugh Be​ar had en​co​un​te​red se​ve​ral mo​re of the usu​al oc​cur​ren​ces, such as the phan​tom so​unds and myste​ri​o​us lights. The​se we​re com​mon eno​ugh to the sec​ti​on of New York, ho​we​ver, to ra​ise not even the smal​lest con​cern.

    I as​ked Be​ar if he co​uld ta​ke me to the pla​ce whe​re the ter​rib​le events had trans​pi​red. Ini​ti​al​ly he re​fu​sed, sa​ying he’d sworn an oath ne​ver to re​turn. The of​fer of one-hund​red dol​lars-far mo​re than I co​uld af​ford, but a re​aso​nab​le sac​ri​fi​ce I con​vin​ced myself-chan​ged his mind. “I can ta​ke you the​re,” he sa​id, sha​king my hand to se​al our ag​re​ement, “but I won’t stay the night. That the​re’s no ma​king me do, no mat​ter how much mo​ney you pro​fes​sor folk are wil​ling to hand over.” I told him that wo​uld be fi​ne, that all I ne​eded was the lo​ca​ti​on and gu​idan​ce to it. I’d ma​na​ge the rest on my own.

    We set a da​te fo​ur days from then for our ex​pe​di​ti​on and I pa​id Be​ar a hand​ful mo​re to pro​cu​re me the ne​ces​sary equ​ip​ment for what I ho​ped wo​uld be a fru​it​ful conc​lu​si​on to my se​arch. He​re I must men​ti​on that, whi​le I hadn’t qu​ite felt it at any cons​ci​o​us le​vel yet, pa​nic had be​gun to gnaw at me. My grand​fat​hers sto​ri​es, I was su​re, we​re simp​le fab​ri​ca​ti​ons and my at​tempt to find the hill Cu​mo​rah, the pla​ce he had sup​po​sedly dug up the gol​den pla​tes con​ta​ining the Bo​ok of Mor​mon, was a me​ans of pro​ving that to myself as well as, in so​me fas​hi​on, re​con​nec​ting with my he​ri​ta​ge. I am, af​ter all, just two ge​ne​ra​ti​ons re​mo​ved from a man co​unt​less hard wor​king, ho​nest, and in​tel​li​gent Ame​ri​cans be​li​eve is a prop​het as sig​ni​fi​cant as Jesus or Mu​ham​mad. Joseph Smith may ac​tu​al​ly be lit​tle mo​re than a char​la​tan who con​vin​ced him​self of the truth of his own li​es, but he’s a char​la​tan with a fol​lo​wing gre​ater than any in re​cent his​tory. And he’s my grand​fat​her. No mat​ter how far I re​mo​ve myself from his le​gacy, I am still a part of it.

    The idea, then, that the​re might be so​me truth to Joseph’s cla​ims-that the wo​ods bet​we​en Manc​hes​ter and Palmy​ra whe​re he wri​tes of his su​per​na​tu​ral ex​pe​ri​en​ces oc​cur​ring co​uld, in fact, be fil​led with myste​ri​es be​yond the comp​re​hen​si​on of man-sho​ok my fo​un​da​ti​ons as a man of re​ason. What was out the​re in that ter​rib​le world whe​re Joseph had his vi​si​ons? I con​fess I was ner​vo​us abo​ut fin​ding out.

    I met Be​ar at the presc​ri​bed ti​me and, true to his word, he bro​ught with him the imp​le​ments I’d ne​ed to last se​ve​ral days alo​ne in the fo​rest. We pac​ked the​se in​to lar​ge sacks and las​hed them to our backs be​fo​re be​gin​ning the march to​wards wha​te​ver might awa​it us. Be​ar told me the jo​ur​ney wo​uld ta​ke us the rest of that day and the bet​ter part of the next. He’d li​kely le​ave me with only a few ho​urs of day​light left to ma​ke camp and pre​pa​re. The pros​pect of the loss of day​light wit​ho​ut pre​pa​ra​ti​ons for the night comp​le​ted was not en​co​ura​ging.

    We set out and I must ad​mit Be​ar’s com​pany had a cer​ta​in rus​tic jovi​ality, an un​let​te​red co​ar​se​ness I fo​und im​me​di​ately ap​pe​aling. He told me of his ti​me gro​wing up in the ne​ar wil​der​ness, of his fat​her, a pre​ac​her who’d di​ed yo​ung, and his mot​her, as hard wor​king a wi​fe as one was li​kely to find. Be​ar re​ce​ived no scho​oling to spe​ak of, but his unc​le on his fat​her’s si​de was a se​aso​ned trap​per and he’d ta​ke his nep​hew out with him, te​ac​hing him the tra​de. “Go​od thing, too,” Be​ar sa​id, as we sat drying in the sun af​ter stumb​ling thro​ugh a small stre​am. “My mot​her, bless her to the ends of the earth, she de​ci​ded one day she’d had her fill of the hard li​fe and when anot​her pre​ac​her ca​me thro​ugh, she drop​ped it all and ran off with him.” He la​ug​hed. “Can’t bla​me her.”

    Bear’s story con​ti​nu​ed thro​ugh most of our jo​ur​ney in a won​der​ful​ly told se​ri​es of anec​do​tes and tall ta​les, un​til even​tu​al​ly we had to ce​ase our trek for the night. The fol​lo​wing mor​ning was much the sa​me, ho​we​ver, and, by the ti​me Be​ar an​no​un​ced we’d ar​ri​ved at our des​ti​na​ti​on, I was fin​ding myself an​xi​o​us for the ap​pro​ac​hing so​li​tu​de. Be​ar of​fe​red to stay with me un​til dark​ness ca​me, to show me aro​und the area. I dec​li​ned, tel​ling him I didn’t want to for​ce any par​ti​cu​larly ter​rib​le me​mo​ri​es upon him, not so ne​ar to the pla​ce his brush with the su​per​na​tu​ral had oc​cur​red. He nod​ded, re​li​eved, and to​ok his le​ave of me. My af​ter​no​on was spent wal​king alo​ne thro​ugh the im​me​di​ate area, enj​oying the sights and so​unds, and oc​ca​si​onal​ly ma​king no​tes in my jo​ur​nal.

    When night ca​me, I ma​de camp, erec​ting the tent Be​ar had pro​vi​ded and fol​lo​wing his inst​ruc​ti​ons un​til I had a he​althy fi​re go​ing to ward off the night’s chill. Whi​le I was ex​ci​ted at the pros​pect of wit​nes​sing so​me oc​cur​ren​ce si​mi​lar to the one my grand​fat​her wro​te of, a part of me held out ho​pe that my fi​re pit wo​uld be the only I’d see that night.

    As luck wo​uld ha​ve it, that’s exactly what hap​pe​ned. I kept myself awa​ke for as long as I co​uld, wal​king a small cir​cu​it aro​und the crests of the hills my tent res​ted at the cen​ter of, but it qu​ickly be​ca​me too much for a body used to the fi​ner ac​com​mo​da​ti​ons and re​la​xed li​festy​le aca​de​me af​fords. I fell as​le​ep. My dre​ams we​re tro​ub​led with ima​ges of fa​ce​less pe​op​le tal​king and run​ning and figh​ting whi​le what I can best desc​ri​be as ghosts flo​ated ne​arby. No​ne of them saw me, but I re​mem​ber the fe​eling of ter​ror at the tho​ught that they wo​uld. I awo​ke just af​ter dawn, still ti​red, my musc​les ac​hing.

    I wish now that I’d be​en bet​ter ab​le to sle​ep, be​ca​use it wo​uld ha​ve ma​de the events of that day easi​er to co​pe with. I ma​de myself a small bre​ak​fast and de​ci​ded to mo​ve my camp to the very spot Be​ar had se​en the mo​uth. I co​uldn’t be cer​ta​in any new disp​lay wo​uld hap​pen in the sa​me lo​ca​ti​on, but then the only thing lost wo​uld be the ti​me and ef​fort in​vol​ved in pac​king and un​pac​king my equ​ip​ment.

    The scar was as Be​ar had desc​ri​bed it. The gro​und lo​oked long ago burnt, li​ke a hu​ge fi​re had be​en bu​ild and the as​hes par​ti​al​ly grown over. I pus​hed away the ve​ge​ta​ti​on and cle​ared the area of bro​ken branc​hes and one moss co​ve​red log. Then I se​tup my tent, with the can​vas flo​or res​ting right ac​ross the top of the da​ma​ged earth. I knew this might be an imp​ru​dent de​ci​si​on, for what if the mo​uth ope​ned aga​in, di​rectly be​ne​ath me as I slept? I can​not tell you why I re​fu​sed to ta​ke the risk se​ri​o​usly, only that I was awa​re of so​met​hing I can’t desc​ri​be tel​ling me it was the right thing to do.

    It was. I exp​lo​red the wo​ods that day, fin​ding not​hing ex​cept for se​ve​ral stran​ge car​vings on per​haps a do​zen tre​es. They ap​pe​ared to be ru​nes of so​me sort, in a circ​le, and ran​ged from re​la​ti​vely fresh-the ex​po​sed wo​od brow​ned, but still no​ti​ce​ably ligh​ter than the sur​ro​un​ding bark-to an​ci​ent. I had no re​ason to think they we​re re​la​ted to the pur​por​ted ex​pe​ri​en​ces of my grand​fat​her, but I ma​de ca​re​ful dra​wings of them, no​net​he​less.
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    I’d ta​ke the ru​ne transc​rip​ti​ons back to the uni​ver​sity with me and ha​ve ot​her pro​fes​sors wit​hin the an​ti​qu​iti​es de​part​ment lo​ok them over. They we​re cle​arly out​si​de of my area of ex​per​ti​se. Whi​le I now know bet​ter, the sa​fest bet at the ti​me wo​uld ha​ve be​en to at​tri​bu​te the insc​rip​ti​ons to one of the many pri​mi​ti​ve tri​bes who had po​pu​la​ted the area be​fo​re the ar​ri​val of the ci​vi​li​zing whi​tes-and bla​me any tri​bal strag​glers or lo​cal copy​cats for the ne​west car​vings.

    When the sky be​gan to de​epen in co​lor, I set abo​ut pre​pa​ring my camp for the night’s sle​ep. The un​su​ces​sful sta​ke​o​ut of the pre​vi​o​us night had me wor​ri​ed, but I re​ma​ined con​vin​ced that pro​xi​mity to the scar wo​uld as​su​re a su​per​na​tu​ral ex​pe​ri​en​ce, if one was to be had at all. I ate a small me​al, my ner​ves for​cing my sto​mach to re​j​ect anyt​hing mo​re, and then lay awa​ke, sta​ring up at the glow of the mo​on thro​ugh the can​vas of my tent.

    I must ha​ve fal​len as​le​ep, be​ca​use I can re​mem​ber be​ing awa​ke​ned by the odd and ter​rif​ying sen​sa​ti​on of the gro​und shif​ting un​der​ne​ath me. I sat up, start​led, and re​ali​zed what was hap​pe​ning: the mo​uth was aga​in ope​ning, with me on top of it. I scramb​led out of the tent, for a hor​rib​le mo​ment get​ting ca​ught in blan​kets, and was then out​si​de, das​hing up the hill to sa​fety. Whi​le my back was still tur​ned, my palms and kne​es muddy as I craw​led, the light ca​me, erup​ting up​ward from the mo​uth.

    I for​ced myself to crest the hill and duck in​to the co​ve​ra​ge of so​me low bus​hes be​fo​re tur​ning to ta​ke in the sight. The mo​uth had ope​ned fully and my tent con​su​med, with only a cor​ner flap of can​vas prot​ru​ding. As I watc​hed, the mo​uth fi​nis​hed its growth and that aw​ful ton​gue Be​ar desc​ri​bed clim​bed forth, car​rying its ex​pec​ted pas​sen​ger.

    I will apo​lo​gi​ze now for the po​ten​ti​al​ly in​co​he​rent na​tu​re of what fol​lows. As a man of sci​en​ce and his​tory-and, mo​re sig​ni​fi​cantly, a man wit​ho​ut re​li​gi​o​us fa​ith-I had long be​li​eved that the hu​man mind was ca​pab​le of wrest​ling down anyt​hing na​tu​re might conf​ront it with. The in​tel​lect ero​ding be​asts and grem​lins of the su​per​na​tu​ral we​re only pits in our un​ders​tan​ding. With suf​fi​ci​ent to​ols for le​ar​ning and the deg​ree of know​led​ge they af​ford, we might co​me to grips with the pa​ra​nor​mal-the unexp​la​ined-and ex​po​se it for ba​se​less mum​bo-jum​bo.

    This con​vic​ti​on, so cru​ci​al to my own sen​se of pla​ce in the uni​ver​se, was de​eply sha​ken, if not out​right dest​ro​yed, by the events I wit​nes​sed in tho​se wo​ods-and the ter​rib​le re​se​arch and exp​lo​ra​ti​on I con​duc​ted fol​lo​wing. You hold in yo​ur hands the re​sult and it is my ho​pe that re​ading it will not do the sa​me to you as has be​en do​ne to me. The​se are ter​rif​ying ti​mes in which we li​ve and, if what I’ve le​ar​ned pro​ves true, the​re are only gre​ater ter​rors in our fu​tu​re. I pray to wha​te​ver go​od may be out the​re to stand strong aga​inst the evils I’ve only re​cently dis​co​ve​red. Hu​ma​nity, no mat​ter our co​unt​less fa​ults, de​ser​ves bet​ter than what I fe​ar is co​ming to us all.

    But that is eno​ugh. The best way to pre​vent an apo​calyp​se is to sha​re my know​led​ge and sha​re it qu​ickly. I’ll let the pro​ce​eding pa​ges pro​vi​de the​ir own re​ason. I only ask that you be​li​eve the​ir words. I am not in​sa​ne, nor am I a fan​ta​sist li​ke I so of​ten ac​cu​sed my grand​fat​her Joseph of be​ing. I’ll tell my ta​le as I re​mem​ber it.

    The she​ep-or go​at, it be​ing de​for​med eno​ugh to ma​ke iden​ti​fi​ca​ti​on dif​fi​cult-igno​red me, ins​te​ad wal​king off in a di​rec​ti​on my com​pass bri​efly in​di​ca​ted was east. I say bri​efly be​ca​use the mag​ne​tic pull of the earth had sud​denly be​co​me in​con​sis​tent and the ne​ed​le swung er​ra​ti​cal​ly be​fo​re set​tling on east for only half a mi​nu​te. Then it re​su​med its ap​pa​rently ran​dom ro​ta​ti​on. I wa​ited un​til the de​mo​nic be​ast had go​ne a go​od dis​tan​ce be​fo​re I wor​ked up the ner​ve to fol​low.

    Its path was not stra​ight, nor was it en​ti​rely ran​dom. Ins​te​ad, the cre​atu​re se​emed to be fol​lo​wing so​me unk​nown pur​po​se, lo​oking for so​met​hing hid​den. I re​ma​ined as far back from it as I co​uld ma​na​ge wit​ho​ut lo​sing its tra​il. The​re we​re se​ve​ral ti​mes I had to con​vin​ce myself to con​ti​nue, for the tho​ught of what the be​ast might do if it tur​ned aro​und and saw me int​ru​ded cons​tantly. What was this thing? Was that ope​ning what it im​me​di​ately ap​pe​ared to be, a ter​rib​le mo​uth le​ading to the very sto​mach of Hell? I still can​not say, even af​ter my sub​se​qu​ent re​se​arch, and I now ima​gi​ne the​re are cer​ta​in qu​es​ti​ons no​ne of us are me​ant to ha​ve ans​wers to.

    The be​ast car​ri​ed thro​ugh its exp​lo​ra​ti​on for a go​od ho​ur, stop​ping only on​ce to le​ap upon a de​er fo​olish eno​ugh to wan​der ne​ar its path. The po​or ani​mal was not so much eaten as con​su​med, the de​mon she​ep fal​ling on it and pin​ning it down, whi​le its hel​lish flesh se​emed to burn thro​ugh the de​er, gi​ving forth an aw​ful clo​ud of smo​ke and a gra​yish se​epa​ge that ran out and so​aked in​to the earth. When the be​ast fi​nal​ly sto​od, all it left be​hind was wet earth and a few nubs of cor​ro​ded bo​ne. I felt sick at the sight, but for​ced the bi​le down, mo​uth held tightly clo​sed to ke​ep from ma​king even the smal​lest so​und. Fi​nis​hed with its me​al, the be​ast con​ti​nu​ed its se​arch and I fol​lo​wed as be​fo​re, tho​ugh with per​haps a deg​ree mo​re fe​ar tro​ub​ling my bo​wels.

    Eventually the be​ast fo​und what it was lo​oking for. We emer​ged over a low hill-for​tu​na​tely tree co​ve​red to ke​ep me sa​fe from ac​ci​den​tal vi​ew-and in​to a surp​ri​singly gor​ge​o​us val​ley, the overf​low from a small and cle​ar spring trick​ling thro​ugh it to the east. At the bot​tom, nest​led in​to the si​de of the op​po​si​te slo​pe, and be​ne​ath the ro​ots of a hu​ge and an​ci​ent tree, was the mo​uth of a ca​ve. This last was hid​den, ho​we​ver, and I no​ti​ced it only be​ca​use the be​ast ma​de right for it, dig​ging at the over​han​ging vi​nes and cre​epers with its no​se un​til it had ex​po​sed the dark ope​ning.

    I cro​uc​hed low, watc​hing this sce​ne, won​de​ring what co​uld be in that ca​ve that such a mons​ter wo​uld spend so long se​arc​hing for. Su​rely not just fo​od? Af​ter a mi​nu​te of ro​oting at the ent​ran​ce, the be​ast pul​led back, kic​ked its fe​et, and then char​ged for​ward, run​ning thro​ugh the ope​ning and squ​e​ezing the who​le of its ter​ri​fic bulk in​si​de. I gas​ped. Su​rely the be​ast was too lar​ge to fit in that ca​ve. But equ​al​ly su​rely, that cre​atu​re was not of an en​ti​rely na​tu​ral sort and so co​uld not be ex​pec​ted to abi​de by the laws of na​tu​re and sci​en​ce-and si​ze-as I un​ders​to​od them.

    I was not go​ing to fol​low it in. No mat​ter how gre​at my cu​ri​osity, no mat​ter how bur​ning my de​si​re to find out whe​re it had go​ne, I co​uld not jus​tify the risk of fin​ding out what hor​rors might awa​it me just past the mo​uth of that ca​ve. Ins​te​ad, I de​ci​ded to wa​it, for un​less the pas​sa​ge be​ne​ath the hill le​ad to anot​her exit so​mew​he​re el​se in the fo​rest, the be​ast wo​uld ha​ve to emer​ge he​re aga​in and I co​uld then re​su​me trac​king it.

    I sat for ho​urs. I can’t say exactly how long it was, but the sun had be​gun to co​me up, the sky tur​ning a fa​int blu​ish oran​ge, be​fo​re I saw anyt​hing from the mo​uth of the ca​ve. I sat up at the first sha​king of the le​aves and le​aned for​ward. I’m not su​re what I ex​pec​ted but it cer​ta​inly was the not be​ing that emer​ged from that small ope​ning.

    A man in whi​te wal​ked out of the ca​ve, se​eming to grow in si​ze as he did un​til he sto​od per​haps twi​ce my he​ight. I was bac​king up, trying to get away from the thing, when it lo​oked di​rectly at me and held out its hands, ges​tu​ring me to co​me for​ward. I did. I can’t exp​la​in why, but li​ke sle​eping on the mo​uth, go​ing to​ward that phan​tom man se​emed exactly the pro​per ac​ti​on to ta​ke. I clim​bed down the hill un​til I sto​od at its fe​et.

    The cre​atu​re-de​mon or an​gel, I knew not-se​emed surp​ri​sed at my pre​sen​ce. It as​ked me if my na​me was Smith and, when I sa​id it was, the be​ing ap​pe​ared to re​lax. “I had tho​ught you de​ad,” it told me, and I re​ali​zed it had so​me​how mis​ta​ken me for Joseph Smith, Jr., my grand​fat​her. The​re is a strong fa​mily re​semb​lan​ce, I ad​mit, but I be​li​eve that, too, the cre​atu​re had lit​tle ex​pe​ri​en​ce with hu​mans. In ef​fect, we all lo​ok very much the sa​me in its eyes.

    “Why ha​ve you re​tur​ned?” it as​ked me. “The ti​me has not yet co​me.” Its vo​ice so​un​ded bro​ken and muf​fled and for​ced, as if it we​re spe​aking thro​ugh a mo​uth that had only re​cently co​me to be used for a such a pur​po​se. I co​uld fe​el each word de​ep in my sto​mach.

    “I was se​arc​hing,” I sa​id, stumb​ling thro​ugh the short sen​ten​ce. I had to ans​wer it sa​tis​fac​to​rily or, I was con​vin​ced, it wo​uld kill me-or drag me to wha​te​ver awa​ited on the ot​her si​de of that aw​ful mo​uth from which it had co​me. “For… For you.”

    “The ti​me is too early for that, Smith,” it sa​id.

    “Too early?” I as​ked.

    “You grow im​pa​ti​ent, as yo​ur kind so of​ten do. You can​not wa​it the ne​ces​sary ti​me for what is prop​he​si​ed to co​me abo​ut. You fe​el the ne​ed to rashly dri​ve events for​ward.” And then it la​ug​hed. I fell back​wards in hor​ror at the so​und. “You will be de​ad be​fo​re I re​turn aga​in,” it sa​id. “You will not ex​pe​ri​en​ce my glory.” It pa​used. “Ha​ve you do​ne as I as​ked?”

    “Yes,” I sa​id, for it was all I co​uld think to say.

    “The mes​sa​ge spre​ads then.” It nod​ded. “Go​od. Yo​ur flock will grow. Yo​ur fa​ith will co​ver the earth and shall ma​ke my re​turn-my vic​tory-all the mo​re grand. A god ne​eds his fol​lo​wers, no?”

    “Of co​ur​se,” I sa​id. “He de​fi​ni​tely ne​eds them.”

    “There shall be war,” the cre​atu​re sa​id, ig​no​ring me. “I will ha​ve ne​ed of a gre​at army. It is you, Smith, who ha​ve pro​vi​ded it. Yo​ur fa​ith​ful will be the ves​sels for my mi​ni​ons. And for that I shall gi​ve you pri​me pla​ce by my si​de as I ru​le this world. When I and my army ha​ve era​di​ca​ted the sco​ur​ge of my enemy, dri​ven out that fo​ul de​mon Yah​weh, mur​de​red him, and de​sec​ra​ted his corp​se, then I will fur​nish you with yo​ur de​ser​ved re​ward. You shall wit​ness the re​birth of Mo​ro​ni’s king​dom. Can you wa​it? Can you be pa​ti​ent?”

    “Yes,” I sa​id. The cre​atu​re nod​ded and tur​ned away, but I step​ped for​ward. “Whe​re are you from?” I as​ked it.

    The be​ing lo​oked at me for a mo​ment be​fo​re ans​we​ring. Then it sa​id, “Worlds be​yond the​se.”

    I did not know how to res​pond, nor did the myste​ri​o​us be​ing gi​ve me the op​por​tu​nity to. Ins​te​ad, it wal​ked away from me, shrin​king in si​ze, un​til it va​nis​hed thro​ugh the mo​uth of the ca​ve. I didn’t bot​her run​ning to lo​ok for it. It was go​ne.

    Entirely unab​le to re​turn to sle​ep-and mis​sing my tent and bed​ding-I be​gan the hi​ke back to the vil​la​ge. I let my path ta​ke me by the scar and that was aga​in all it was: the mo​uth had clo​sed with no tra​ce of its su​per​na​tu​ral oc​cu​pant. The jo​ur​ney was not easy and I star​ted and jum​ped whe​ne​ver so​me un​se​en thing in the fo​rest snap​ped or rust​led.

    But I did sur​vi​ve the ex​pe​ri​en​ce, even if my mind was ir​re​pa​rably sha​ken. I ma​de it back in​to town, fo​und a com​for​tab​le ro​om for rent, and fell al​most im​me​di​ately in​to a long and dre​am​less sle​ep.

    And that is whe​re I shall end my ta​le. The re​ma​in​der of this jo​ur​nal is not my con​ti​nu​ing ad​ven​tu​res, so to spe​ak, but ins​te​ad a sum​ma​ti​on of my dis​co​ve​ri​es in the sub​se​qu​ent months, an ex​po​si​ti​on of what I le​ar​ned as I so​ught to ma​ke sen​se of what I’d se​en. I can​not spe​ak to the en​ti​rety of its truth, for no​ne if it is cor​ro​bo​ra​ted out​si​de of my own rat​her mad ex​pe​ri​en​ces and si​mi​lar ones from po​ten​ti​al​ly unt​rust​worthy cha​rac​ters such as Be​ar. But the story I ha​ve ma​na​ged to pi​ece to​get​her is ter​rib​le eno​ugh that, if even a por​ti​on is true, I can ma​na​ge not​hing but pes​si​mism for the fu​tu​re of my ra​ce.

    It all be​gins with my grand​fat​her, Joseph Smith, Jr., for whom I was na​med. It is the true and hid​den his​tory, as I un​ders​tand it, of that gre​at re​li​gi​on he fo​un​ded, the Mor​mon fa​ith. I do not know who will re​ad the​se words, when they will be re​ad, or even if this jo​ur​nal will see hu​man eyes aga​in. I can only ho​pe that its con​tents find a sympat​he​tic ear and that you, re​ader, will ta​ke them se​ri​o​usly, for the very fu​tu​re of hu​ma​nity-mi​ne, yo​urs, and everyw​he​re we exist and thri​ve-is at sta​ke. The Mor​mon Church is a fra​ud bu​ilt upon a hor​rib​le lie. Its very mis​si​on, one und​re​amed of by all its li​ving fol​lo​wers, is the su​bj​uga​ti​on of this re​alm, this uni​ver​se, to an evil of uni​ma​gi​nab​le sca​le.

    Fear the Mad King Mo​ro​ni, for his re​turn is at hand.

    

****
    

    Elliot stop​ped and lo​oked up.

    “Is the​re mo​re?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked. She was le​aned back on the bed, prop​ped up on her el​bows, and the ro​om aro​und them was qu​i​et and dim.

    Elliot set the bo​ok down on the stretc​hed bedsp​re​ad next to him and sto​od up. “Ye​ah,” he sa​id, “the​re’s mo​re.”

    “Are you gon​na re​ad it?”

    “In a mi​nu​te,” he sa​id.

    “Okay,” she sa​id, and pul​led her arms our from un​der​ne​ath her​self, fal​ling back un​til she was lying ac​ross the bed. “I don’t know how much of it to be​li​eve, how much of it is just ma​de up. I me​an, it co​uld be the who​le thing.”

    “I be​li​eve all of it,” El​li​ot sa​id. “Every last word.”

    “But you re​al​ly think he’s right abo​ut even the church? That all of Mor​mo​nism is ca​ught up in this Mo​ro​ni’s plans? I me​an, I re​mem​ber se​e​ing com​mer​ci​als for them on te​le​vi​si​on.”

    “I don’t think they know,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “That’s nuts.”

    “Yeah, it is.”

    “And is that what the cra​zi​es are? Mo​ro​ni’s army?”

    “They ca​me back and to​ok over the ves​sels,” El​li​ot sa​id. “That’s what we saw in the ca​ves un​der Na​hom. Tho​se ghosts flo​ating be​hind and abo​ve the pe​op​le-tho​se we​re Mo​ro​ni’s sol​di​ers.”

    “They we​re pos​ses​sed.”

    Elliot nod​ded. “I think so.”

    “What are we sup​po​sed to do, El​li​ot? Are we still the ones mighty and strong? I me​an, what are tho​se? We’re not sup​po​sed to fight Mo​ro​ni, are we?”

    “I ha​ve no idea.”

    “Will you do the rest now?”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id. He sat down, pic​ked up the jo​ur​nal, and con​ti​nu​ed to re​ad.
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    There is ho​pe, gent​le re​ader-tho​ugh I fe​ar it is slim, in​de​ed. Mo​ro​ni’s re​turn se​ems ine​vi​tab​le, but with luck he can be de​fe​ated, eit​her kil​led or dri​ven back to the di​men​si​ons from whe​re he ca​me.

    Let me be​gin by tel​ling you what I know of Mo​ro​ni, cal​led “The An​gel” by the mo​dern church, but el​sew​he​re gran​ted the tit​le “The Mad King.” He-it-is an aw​ful cre​atu​re, a de​mon birt​hed on a pla​ne far re​mo​ved from our own. He is not of this world, but he de​si​res ab​so​lu​te po​wer over it, and dro​ve Joseph Smith to cre​ate the Mor​mon fa​ith so as to furt​her that go​al.

    My grand​fat​her was a pawn in Mo​ro​ni’s plans. I ha​ve every re​ason to think the sto​ri​es he told of an​ge​lic be​ings co​ming in​to his ro​om, of me​eting them in the wo​ods, and even the dis​co​very of the gol​den pla​tes, we​re true as far as he had know​led​ge of them. Mo​ro​ni sho​wed him the unt​rans​la​ted Bo​ok of Mor​mon, ex​cept that the story con​ta​ined wit​hin was not​hing mo​re than a fic​ti​onal ac​co​unt de​sig​ned to la​unch a gre​at re​li​gi​on. By ope​ning them​sel​ves up to him, ma​king the​ir minds ava​ilab​le thro​ugh fa​ith, the sub​se​qu​ent ge​ne​ra​ti​ons of Mor​mons co​uld func​ti​on as con​du​its thro​ugh which Mo​ro​ni’s ho​ards might re​turn to this world.

    I ha​ve co​me to le​arn that the cons​pi​racy re​ac​hes fart​her than that sing​le Chris​ti​an sect, ho​we​ver, and in fact inc​lu​des the who​le of its mot​her re​li​gi​on, and even tho​se re​la​ted to it by the bo​ok of Yah​weh. You see, it was Yah​weh who first mo​ved to so​li​dify a hold on the earth, and he did so by spre​ading his na​me via the lips of co​unt​less fa​ith​ful.

    Neither Mo​ro​ni nor Yah​weh are gods as we use that term. (I ha​ve co​me to do​ubt whet​her such a thing as “god” even exists.) Ins​te​ad, they are best desc​ri​bed as de​mons: ext​ra-di​men​si​onal be​ings who ha​ve war​red for eter​nity and ha​ve, in part, used our world as the​ir kil​ling fi​eld. Mo​re abo​ut the​ir na​tu​re I do not know and I ima​gi​ne gras​ping it fully wo​uld pro​ve im​pos​sib​le, just as it is im​pos​sib​le to un​ders​tand the who​le of the he​avens. Our minds re​ach only so far.

    What lit​tle mo​re I can sta​te of the mat​ter is that the​re exists two com​pe​ting ar​mi​es, one un​der the com​mand of Mo​ro​ni, the ot​her le​ad by his ne​me​sis, Yah​weh. Mo​ro​ni’s le​gi​ons are the Nep​hi​tes, a pe​op​le key to the Bo​ok of Mor​mon, tho​ugh very dif​fe​rent than the​ir port​ra​yal wo​uld sug​gest. They are not the ori​gi​nal in​ha​bi​tants of this con​ti​nent but, ins​te​ad, ali​en cre​atu​res who ha​ve wal​ked the​se lands in the past and ho​pe to do so aga​in in the ne​ar fu​tu​re. Yah​weh’s ar​mi​es are the La​ma​ni​tes, tho​se cur​sed and dec​la​red evil in Smith’s text. Ne​it​her Nep​hi​te nor La​ma​ni​te is li​kely the true na​me of the​se va​ri​eti​es of cre​atu​res, but I’ve dis​co​ve​red no ot​hers and so am for​ced to con​ti​nue to use them. We sho​uld not fall in​to the trap of pla​cing our fa​ith in Yah​weh simply be​ca​use we know Mo​ro​ni’s na​tu​re. Both be​ings se​ek only our su​bj​uga​ti​on, and both wo​uld dest​roy us all if gi​ven the chan​ce.

    Hope ins​te​ad rests with the One Mighty and Strong, a term out of Mor​mon scrip​tu​re for the one who will co​me to see the fa​ith thro​ugh the end ti​mes. I ha​ve be​en ab​le to dis​co​ver lit​tle mo​re ex​cept that Mo​ro​ni ap​pe​ars ter​ri​fi​ed of him. This I le​ar​ned from a drunk I spo​ke with in a back al​ley in Bos​ton, a man of con​si​de​rab​le ye​ars who had spent most of them sta​ring in​to the end of a bot​tle. I’d fo​und him when my in​qu​iri​es re​min​ded a vi​si​ting pro​fes​sor of a story he’d on​ce he​ard abo​ut an el​derly tramp who’s mad ran​tings had ca​used ter​ror thro​ug​ho​ut a si​zab​le por​ti​on of New Eng​land. Af​ter me​eting the man, I ha​ve to won​der abo​ut the sen​si​bi​li​ti​es of the re​gi​on, if they are so easily spo​oked by such a se​emingly harm​less merc​hant.

    Regardless of his re​ign of ter​ror, the drunk, when I met him, ex​hi​bi​ted all the usu​al signs of ex​ces​si​ve and pro​lon​ged al​co​hol in​ta​ke. He mumb​led thro​ugh his in​ter​vi​ew with me, but I was ab​le to ext​ract eno​ugh in​for​ma​ti​on to re​cog​ni​ze the sig​ni​fi​can​ce of this prop​he​si​ed sa​vi​or Joseph Smith, Jr. first spo​ke of in 1832. It is my vi​ew now that the One Mighty and Strong is not me​ant as a he​ro to Mor​mo​nism but is, in fact, the ul​ti​ma​te we​apon aga​inst the tyranny of Mo​ro​ni and Yah​weh. Mo​ro​ni sent the par​ti​cu​lar vi​si​on to Smith, wor​king the myth of this per​son in​to the Mor​mon be​li​ef struc​tu​re, so as to ex​ci​te be​li​evers and, in a sen​se, pla​ce them on a lo​oko​ut sho​uld the One ap​pe​ar. Iden​tif​ying him wo​uld then ma​ke him easi​er to dis​patch, the​reby pre​ven​ting Mo​ro​ni’s down​fall. Un​for​tu​na​tely, that is all I can say. The drunk man was fo​und de​ad the fol​lo​wing mor​ning, his fro​zen body prop​ped among so​me trash in one of the many al​leys he cal​led ho​me. I ha​ve no evi​den​ce, but I sus​pect fo​ul play.

    I imp​lo​re you, re​ader, to se​arch this be​ing out. Find the One Mighty and Strong and ta​ke wha​te​ver ac​ti​ons ne​ces​sary to as​su​re his sur​vi​val and vic​tory.

    Enclosed with his jo​ur​nal is a do​cu​ment sent to me by post just two we​eks ago. It is my grand​fat​her’s handw​ri​ting, I’m su​re, but, as is cle​ar, the text is not a lan​gu​age cur​rently known. I’m inc​li​ned to be​li​eve it is the sa​me alp​ha​bet as the pur​por​ted Bo​ok of Mor​mon and, if so, only my grand​fat​her’s se​e​ing sto​nes, the Urim and Thum​mim, can re​ad it-for the​se are what he used to do his trans​la​ting. Find them. Dis​co​ver his mes​sa​ge. And put a stop to the con​qu​est of Mo​ro​ni and Yah​weh. This I beg.

    

****
    

    “Jesus,” El​li​ot sa​id, let​ting the jo​ur​nal fall.

    “It’s us, isn’t it?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “That’s what Mel​vin sa​id. The wri​ter has is wrong. It’s not the One Mighty and Strong, but the Ones. You and me.”

    Elliot nod​ded. “We we​re me​ant to find this. Everyt​hing, all yo​ur hunc​hes, all tho​se ti​mes when what we did just felt right, it was all to le​ad us to this.”

    “The glas​ses!” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. She jum​ped up. “Whe​re are they? The ones you fo​und in the ho​use.”

    Elliot re​ac​hed in​to the poc​ket of his jac​ket and pul​led them out. The two lar​ge len​ses, one gray and the ot​her blue, ca​ught the mo​on​light from the ho​tel ro​om’s win​dow.

    “That’s them,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, ex​ci​ted. She le​aned for​ward, ta​king the glas​ses from his hand. “The Urim and-wha​te​ver the ot​her one was.”

    “Thummim.”

    “Give me that,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, po​in​ting to​ward the fol​ded she​et of pa​per. El​li​ot pic​ked it up and han​ded it to her. She put the glas​ses on, the hu​ge len​ses bul​ging out from her eyes, and held up the she​et. She stu​di​ed it for a mo​ment, tur​ned it aro​und, then tur​ned it back. “I don’t see anyt​hing,” she sa​id.

    “Nothing?”

    “I can’t see thro​ugh the​se things,” she sa​id and to​ok the glas​ses off.

    “Here,” El​li​ot sa​id, and to​ok them from her, along with the pa​per. He set the she​et in his lap and was lif​ting the glas​ses to his fa​ce when he stop​ped.

    “What?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked.

    Elliot was si​lent. He le​aned down, the glas​ses still in his fist. “I can re​ad it,” he sa​id.
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    I am not a bad per​son. Ra​ised po​or, une​du​ca​ted, and an oc​ca​si​onal char​la​tan, yes, but I am not a bad per​son. The in​sects that eat at my cor​ners try to tell me ot​her​wi​se, but I don’t lis​ten. I am not a bad per​son.

    When God spe​aks, you ha​ve no cho​ice but to lis​ten. I know. I’ve se​en his fa​ce and felt the he​at it ra​di​ates. I ha​ve be​li​eved.

    Kill him. That is what you we​re ma​de to do. The One Mighty and Strong is eter​nal we​apon aga​inst the dark​ness. Mo​ro​ni can​not stand aga​inst it.

    I re​ma​in ig​no​rant of the we​apon’s ge​ne​sis. I do no know who cre​ated you. But I per​ce​ive yo​ur pur​po​se. And, be​ca​use I am not a bad per​son and be​ca​use I re​cog​ni​ze the hor​rors I ha​ve hel​ped to ad​van​ce in this world, I to​day set in mo​ti​on events I ho​pe will le​ad to Mo​ro​ni’s dest​ruc​ti​on at yo​ur hand.

    A small gro​up of my fol​lo​wers ha​ve be​en in​for​med of the truth. They ha​ve be​en ta​ught the sec​rets. They and the​ir des​cen​dants will har​bor and pro​tect tho​se who might be​co​me the One Mighty and Strong. Mo​ro​ni will do everyt​hing in his po​wer to stop them, but he will fa​il. I ha​ve eno​ugh fa​ith left to know that.

    Only you can re​ad this. Only you can use my se​e​ing sto​nes. You are Mighty and you are Strong.

    I tremb​le as I wri​te this. I fe​el Mo​ro​ni’s for​ces gat​he​ring. He is co​ming for me. I fe​ar I ha​ve lit​tle ti​me left.

    Kill him.

    Your humb​le ser​vant,

    Joseph Smith, Jr.

    

****
    

    Elliot fi​nis​hed re​ading. They both sat, si​lent and ter​ri​fi​ed.

    After so​me ti​me, Eva​j​e​an sa​id, “How did you co​me to Char​lot​tes​vil​le, El​li​ot?”

    He lo​oked at her, con​fu​sed.

    “Just tell me,” she sa​id.

    Elliot shrug​ged. “My wi​fe. It was Cla​ri​ne’s idea. She wan​ted to mo​ve and we did.” He sho​ok his he​ad. “But we tal​ked abo​ut this al​re​ady.”

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “But it was Henry who sug​ges​ted Char​lot​tes​vil​le for me. He’s the one who sa​id we sho​uld mo​ve the​re and he’s the one who pic​ked out that ho​use. I didn’t even li​ke it very much but Henry in​sis​ted. Do you see what I’m get​ting at?”

    “No.”

    “Who told you to buy that ho​use on that stre​et?”

    Elliot tho​ught abo​ut it. “I gu​ess it was Cla​ri​ne.”

    “Right,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Of co​ur​se it was. Don’t you see, El​li​ot? Smith sa​id the​re’d be pe​op​le who’d pro​tec​ted the Mighty and Strong and that’s us. We know that. It’s us and, for it to work, we ha​ve to be to​get​her. We co​uldn’t fight Mo​ro​ni if we ne​ver fo​und each ot​her. You think it’s just co​in​ci​den​ce we en​ded up li​ving right ac​ross the stre​et? I su​re don’t.”

    “I don’t-”

    “Think abo​ut it. We ha​ve to be to​get​her, we ha​ve to me​et. And we li​ve to​tal​ly apart, in dif​fe​rent sta​tes. Out of now whe​re, my hus​band says we ha​ve to mo​ve to Char​lot​tes​vil​le. I me​an, who’s ever he​ard of Char​lot​tes​vil​le? And yo​ur wi​fe do​es exactly the sa​me thing. She tells you to pack up, that the fa​mily’s mo​ving to Vir​gi​na? That’s not the kind of thing that nor​mal​ly hap​pens. Henry and Cla​ri​ne we​re in on it. They we​re part of Joseph Smith’s lit​tle sec​ret.”

    Elliot was qu​i​et. He knew she was right but he ha​ted be​li​eving it. Cla​ri​ne was his wi​fe. She’d gi​ven him Cal​lie. She wasn’t so​me sec​ret agent, damn it, wasn’t a re​li​gi​o​us lu​na​tic. But it all ma​de sen​se. She’d co​me to him, af​ter all. She’d as​ked him out.

    Evajean was pa​cing. “And that exp​la​ins Mel​vin and Cas​sand​ra, too. How far do​es it re​ach?” she sa​id.

    “What do you me​an?”

    “Well, the jo​ur​nal told us it’s not just Mo​ro​ni, but Yah​weh, too. And Yah​weh’s the na​me of God for Jews and Chris​ti​ans, right? How many pe​op​le are Jews and Chris​ti​ans, El​li​ot? How much of the po​pu​la​ti​on?”

    “A lot.”

    “Yeah. Al​most all. And that me​ans al​most ever​yo​ne in the go​vern​ment, too.”

    “The Ho​le…”

    “Right.” She sat down on the bed. “What if the go​vern​ment, the pe​op​le in it, so​me​how knew what was hap​pe​ning. What if they knew Mo​ro​ni’s army was co​ming back, that it was ta​king pe​op​le over. Then they’d try to stop that from hap​pe​ning. Be​ca​use they’re Chris​ti​an and Jewish, af​ter all. Not Mor​mon. How many Mor​mons are the​re in the go​vern​ment?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “But the​re’s way mo​re Chris​ti​ans and Jews.”

    “I’m su​re.”

    Evajean stop​ped. “But hold on, that do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se. They we​re ta​king the bo​di​es to the Ho​le, the pe​op​le who we​re al​re​ady de​ad. So why even bot​her? It’s not li​ke de​ad pe​op​le are a thre​at.”

    “Those de​ad pe​op​le we​ren’t Mor​mons,” El​li​ot sa​id. “The jo​ur​nal told us Mo​ro​ni star​ted the re​li​gi​on to ma​ke his fa​ith​ful open to the ar​ri​val of the army. My gu​ess is that me​ans the only pe​op​le the​se Nep​hi​tes co​uld pos​sess wo​uld be Mor​mons-”

    “Yahweh!” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “What if the pe​op​le who di​ed we​re on Yah​weh’s si​de? What if they we​re pos​ses​sed by the ot​her ones, the-”

    “Lamanites.”

    “Them. And, he​re, think of it li​ke this: Su​re they’re de​ad, but that co​uld just be the bo​di​es. The La​ma​ni​tes might still be in the​re, trap​ped or so​met​hing. They co​uld get out. So Mo​ro​ni’s pe​op​le to​ok them to the Ho​le to be dest​ro​yed.”

    “You’re sa​ying the who​le thing was en​gi​ne​ered by his pe​op​le? That the col​lec​ti​on of bo​di​es and trans​por​ting them was a big plot?”

    She nod​ded. “It has to be, El​li​ot. What ot​her exp​la​na​ti​on is the​re?”

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “It’s an aw​ful lot to buy. And it le​aves open the qu​es​ti​on of the cra​zi​es.”

    “They’re- We’ll, the​re’s so​me who tri​ed to help us, but ot​her ones, li​ke the lady in Wal-Mart, tri​ed to kill us.”

    “Are they the ones who sur​vi​ved the pos​ses​si​on?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “Yeah, may​be. You think so​me of the cra​zi​es are La​ma​ni​tes, on Yah​weh’s si​de, and so​me are Nep​hi​tes on Mo​ro​ni’s si​de?”

    “Could be.” El​li​ot sto​od up. “But re​gard​less of any of that, we ha​ve to de​ci​de what we do now.”

    Evajean lo​oked at him. “Are you se​ri​o​us, El​li​ot? We know exactly what we ha​ve to do.”

    He sta​red at her.

    “We ha​ve to kill Mo​ro​ni,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.
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    Moroni was he​re, in this world. Both of them knew it as so​on as they’d be​en ma​de awa​re of the true na​tu​re of the​ir qu​est-the true na​tu​re, in fact, of the​ir very pur​po​se. Furt​her​mo​re, he was in Salt La​ke City. That was why the bar​ri​er they’d pas​sed thro​ugh had be​en erec​ted and why the cra​zi​es had mig​ra​ted he​re. The Mad King had es​tab​lis​hed his earthly king​dom and El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an we​re on its outs​kirts.

    “He co​uld be at the temp​le,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. They we​re stan​ding in the ho​tel lobby, lo​oking out at the dark and empty stre​et. “The big one you see in pic​tu​res.”

    Elliot tho​ught abo​ut this. Back in the ho​tel ro​om, they’d qu​ickly co​me to the conc​lu​si​on that gat​he​ring we​apons for so​me sort of as​sa​ult wo​uld be me​aning​less aga​inst an enemy such as Mo​ro​ni. Ins​te​ad, the two of them wo​uld ha​ve to rely on prop​hecy, ta​king as truth what they’d re​ad in each of the Smiths’ wri​tings. They we​re me​ant to dest​roy Mo​ro​ni and everyt​hing they’d do​ne un​til now le​ad them to that conf​ron​ta​ti​on. Guns wo​uldn’t mat​ter, ne​it​her wo​uld stra​tegy or tac​tics. If they had wit​hin them​sel​ves the po​wer to de​fe​at this ot​her​worldly be​ing, then they wo​uld de​fe​at him. But if he and Eva​j​e​an we​re not the Ones Mighty and Strong, then no amo​unt of pre​pa​ra​ti​on wo​uld ma​ke any dif​fe​ren​ce.

    “I don’t think that’s whe​re he’ll be,” El​li​ot sa​id. “When the Mor​mons ca​me he​re, when they bu​ilt this city, they we​re co​ming to so​met​hing.”

    “The salt la​ke.”

    “There co​uld be so​met​hing spe​ci​al abo​ut it.”

    “The Ho​le,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “What abo​ut it?”

    “In the earth. The gre​at salt la​ke is what, El​li​ot? An enor​mo​us ho​le in the earth.”

    That so​un​ded right. Aga​in, “right” was a pro​duct of a de​ep fe​eling, a sen​se of what was and al​ways had be​en pro​per, li​ke be​ing drawn to wa​ter when you’re thirsty. “That’s whe​re we ha​ve to go,” he sa​id.

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id and her vo​ice so​un​ded both ex​ci​ted and small.

    They left the ho​tel and with it the jo​ur​nals, which re​ma​ined be​hind on the bed in the ro​om. Ne​it​her no​ti​ced the​ir ab​sen​ce but, if they had, they wo​uld’ve known that tho​se mes​sa​ges from the past had ful​fil​led the​ir pur​po​se. Now the only pur​po​se left to see comp​le​ti​on was the one that had dri​ven the li​ves of El​li​ot Bis​hop and Eva​j​e​an Rho​des.

    “Is it far, do you think?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id af​ter they’d wal​ked west for se​ve​ral mi​nu​tes.

    “It pro​bably is.”

    “Will we ma​ke it by mor​ning?”

    “Yes.”

    The city was empty. They ne​it​her he​ard nor saw any sign of the cra​zi​es and, the furt​her they wal​ked, the mo​re con​vin​ced El​li​ot be​ca​me of Eva​j​e​an’s the​ory abo​ut the Ho​le. That’s whe​re the cra​zi​es had go​ne and that was whe​re they’d find Mo​ro​ni.

    They stop​ped af​ter a co​up​le of ho​urs to rest. Eva​j​e​an pul​led her jac​ket tight in the night chill. “Are you sca​red, El​li​ot?” she as​ked, lo​oking not at him but out ac​ross the city and in the di​rec​ti​on of the la​ke.

    “Yes,” he sa​id.

    “I am, too. I ke​ep thin​king how in​sa​ne this all is, everyt​hing that’s hap​pe​ned. I don’t want to be​li​eve it. I want to think that I can just turn aro​und and go ho​me and Henry will be wa​iting for me-and that we can bring a bot​tle of wi​ne over to a bar​be​cue in the eve​ning at yo​ur pla​ce, with Cla​ri​ne and yo​ur da​ugh​ter the​re. You’ll co​ok so​me of tho​se ste​aks and may​be I’ll ha​ve a drink, but not as much as be​fo​re. I think how won​der​ful that wo​uld be, and it ma​kes me sca​red and sad.”

    Elliot didn’t res​pond. His sto​mach had twis​ted as she spo​ke. He tur​ned his fa​ce away from her.

    “It was all so be​a​uti​ful then,” Eva​j​e​an con​ti​nu​ed. “Be​fo​re. But I know that if all this is true, if everyt​hing we re​ad isn’t just sto​ri​es ma​de up, and if we re​al​ly are the Ones Mighty and Strong, then that be​a​uty was fal​se all along. Be​ca​use no mat​ter how go​od things we​re, the​re was still Mo​ro​ni and the​re was still Yah​weh. And all of this was go​ing to hap​pen no mat​ter what we did.”

    “Except stop be​li​eving,” El​li​ot sa​id. He tur​ned to fa​ce her and she did the sa​me. “It’s be​li​ef they ne​eded to do this. If we’d stop​ped be​li​eving…”

    “Stopped be​li​eving in what, El​li​ot? They we​re the​re. They we​re re​al. You can’t stop be​li​eving in so​met​hing if it’s re​al​ly right the​re in front of you.”

    “That’s not what pe​op​le be​li​eved in,” El​li​ot sa​id. “They didn’t go to church wors​hip Mo​ro​ni and Yah​weh, the de​mons from outer spa​ce. They went be​ca​use they be​li​eved in God. That’s what the de​mons used-that fa​ith. They ne​eded it to ke​ep pe​op​le’s minds open so they co​uld ma​ke the cra​zi​es when the ti​me ca​me. If we’d re​j​ec​ted that be​li​ef…”

    “I just want things back the way they we​re. I re​al​ly do.”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “But I don’t ha​te them.”

    “Who?”

    “Any of them. Any of the pe​op​le who be​li​eved and, I gu​ess, kind of ca​used this to hap​pen. I can’t ha​te them. They be​li​eved what they did for lo​ve.”

    “A lot of pe​op​le ha​ve be​li​eved a lot of things for lo​ve,” El​li​ot sa​id. “That do​esn’t ma​ke any of it right.”

    Evajean nod​ded. “But it ma​kes it mo​re okay,” she sa​id.

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. He didn’t know how to res​pond and he didn’t want to. What mat​te​red now was just the ro​ad in front of them, the last mi​les un​til the wa​ter-and wha​te​ver they might find the​re. “We ha​ve to see this thro​ugh,” he sa​id, stan​ding up. “Co​me on, let’s go.”

    She fol​lo​wed him, and kept any furt​her tho​ughts on the mat​ter to her​self.

    Some ti​me la​ter-Elli​ot had lost track of the ho​urs, and dis​tan​ce was im​pos​sib​le to jud​ge in this un​fa​mi​li​ar city-they saw the first of the cra​zi​es. It was a yo​ung girl, and she stumb​led down the mid​dle of the sa​me stre​et they we​re on, in the sa​me di​rec​ti​on to​ward the la​ke. El​li​ot no​ti​ced her when they ca​me aro​und the si​de of a van aban​do​ned ac​ross the ro​ad. They’d emer​ged out of the city pro​per and we​re fol​lo​wing a two la​ne high​way that ar​ced in the di​rec​ti​on of the salt la​ke. El​li​ot had bro​ken the glass do​or of a gas sta​ti​on and fo​und a map of the city. It sho​wed this ro​ad ta​king them right up to the sho​re and then along it.

    Elliot grab​bed Eva​j​e​an and pul​led her down to the curb. Start​led, she cal​led out, but he pres​sed a hand to her mo​uth. “The​re,” he sa​id, po​in​ting.

    She lo​oked. The girl was per​haps ten or twel​ve ye​ars old, in a gre​en dress torn up the back. Her ha​ir was dirty and mat​ted. As they watc​hed her, she was jo​ined by two mo​re, an el​derly co​up​le, who ca​me out of a row of of​fi​ce bu​il​dings off to left. Then three ma​le cra​zi​es in je​ans and no​velty t-shirts clim​bed out of the cab of an over​tur​ned se​mi. No​ne ap​pe​ared to no​ti​ce El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an.

    “Where are they go​ing?” Eva​j​e​an whis​pe​red.

    “The la​ke?” He lif​ted him​self part way up from the gra​vel. “But why ha​ven’t they se​en us?” He craw​led for​ward.

    One of the men who’d co​me out of the cab, a fat, mid​dle aged guy, fell down from the top of the truck and hit the ro​ad with his sho​ul​der. El​li​ot he​ard the bo​ne bre​ak. The guy pus​hed up with his ot​her hand and got to his fe​et, stumb​ling af​ter the ot​hers. But, as he’d fal​len, his fa​ce had be​en po​in​ted di​rectly in El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an’s di​rec​ti​on and El​li​ot was su​re he’d se​en them. Still, the crazy ga​ve no sign of no​ti​cing.

    Elliot tur​ned back to Eva​j​e​an. “I don’t think they can see us,” he sa​id. “Or, if they can, they just don’t ca​re.

    She sho​ok her he​ad. “Why?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “Where do you think they’re go​ing?”

    “I don’t know.”

    They lay the​re un​til the flow of cra​zi​es di​mi​nis​hed and then stop​ped. When El​li​ot co​uld no lon​ger see any of them, he sto​od up.

    “Who’s do you think they we​re?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, when they’d con​ti​nu​ed wal​king.

    “What do you me​an?”

    “I me​an who’s si​de. Yah​weh’s or Mo​ro​ni’s? I fi​gu​re Mo​ro​ni’s be​ca​use I think that’s what most of them ha​ve be​en, but you can’t tell.”

    “No,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    The sun had just be​gun to turn the sky be​hind them oran​ge when they dis​co​ve​red whe​re the cra​zi​es we​re go​ing, and who’s they we​re.
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    “Jesus,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    “What are they do​ing?” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    The salt la​ke spre​ad out in front of them, its sur​fa​ce gol​den in the mor​ning light. They sto​od on a ra​ised stretch of high​way run​ning pa​ral​lel to sho​re. Un​der them was the hard pac​ked dirt of the Utah de​sert, the wind kic​king it in​to clo​uds of dust. El​li​ot le​aned aga​inst the brid​ge’s conc​re​te ra​iling and lo​oked out at the mad​ness be​yond.

    The cra​zi​es we​re ra​ising a city. They’d be​gun along the muddy be​ach, but had bu​ilt out a hund​red fe​et or mo​re in​to the wa​ter. The clo​ser const​ruc​ti​on to​ok the form of wo​oden and re​ed huts, held to​get​her with gra​vity and mud. Tho​usands of cra​zi​es amb​led aro​und the​se, so​me hol​ding up logs or what ap​pe​ared to be straw, whi​le ot​hers re​ac​hed in​to the wa​ter and ca​me up with hand​fuls of thick mud, which they sme​ared along the se​ams of the bu​il​dings.

    But it was not this that drew Eva​j​e​an’s at​ten​ti​on and El​li​ot’s exc​la​ma​ti​on. Rat​her, the​ir fo​cus was on the enor​mo​us struc​tu​re ri​sing from the gent​le sur​fa​ce of the la​ke so​me hund​red yards out. The fo​ur si​ded pyra​mid clim​bed over two-hund​red fe​et in​to the sky, and its sur​fa​ce shim​me​red a sickly tur​qu​o​ise. Cra​zi​es swar​med its si​des, car​rying rocks or pul​ling ro​pes at​tac​hed to carts. The top third of the pyra​mid re​ma​ined un​comp​le​ted, and it was he​re the cra​zi​es bro​ught the​ir ma​te​ri​als, mo​ving ca​re​ful​ly to fi​nish const​ruc​ti​on.

    “This is whe​re they all went,” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Evajean just sho​ok her he​ad in baf​fle​ment.

    Stretching out along the sho​re in both di​rec​ti​ons we​re co​unt​less mo​re cra​zi​es, hund​reds of tho​usands of them-may​be mil​li​ons. They pus​hed over each ot​her to get out on​to the docks, stra​ining to re​ach the pyra​mid and help in its bu​il​ding. The​ir num​ber was so vast that it co​uld easily ac​co​unt for every crazy not kil​led, for every per​son who hadn’t suc​cumb to the di​se​ase but had ins​te​ad sur​vi​ved the pos​ses​si​on. All of them whe​re he​re, bu​il​ding the​ir city-bu​il​ding the​ir temp​le. “To Mo​ro​ni,” El​li​ot sa​id. “It’s for the​ir god.”

    “It ma​kes me fe​el sick,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “They’re li​ke ants.”

    Near the top of the pyra​mid, whe​re the const​ruc​ti​on was most new, the sto​ne hadn’t yet be​en pa​in​ted. The​re, it sho​ne thro​ugh a de​ep red, the red of the Utah bad​lands. As they watc​hed, a crazy on the pin​nac​le be​gan scre​aming, wa​ving her arms, and then she went stiff, stan​ding tall, be​fo​re fal​ling back​wards. At first it lo​oked as if the ne​arby cra​zi​es we​re re​ac​hing out to catch her but the​ir outst​retc​hed arms we​re not to help but to push and drag and then even​tu​al​ly to throw her over the ed​ge, whe​re she tumb​led, kic​ked along by mo​re cra​zi​es along the way. Her body rol​led the full he​ight of the pyra​mid be​fo​re tumb​ling in​to the wa​ter. She flo​ated, fa​ce down, out to​ward the mid​dle of the la​ke.

    “What’s it for?” Eva​j​e​an as​ked. “Why wo​uld they bu​ild an en​ti​re city?”

    “They’re co​lo​ni​zing,” El​li​ot sa​id. “That’s the po​int of all this. They’re re​tur​ning the world to the way it was, when Mo​ro​ni’s pe​op​le ru​led. They’re pre​pa​ring it for his re​ign.”

    “Elliot…”

    He lo​oked at her. She was sit​ting, cross leg​ged on the ro​ad. She sta​red up at him. “Elli​ot, how are we go​ing to stop this? That’s what we we​re me​ant to do, right? The Mighty and the Strong? I gu​ess I hadn’t re​al​ly tho​ught abo​ut what that me​ant, you know?”

    He sat down next to her.

    “I wish I had the dog,” she sa​id. She hug​ged her​self, rub​bing her hands along her arms. “I’m ter​ri​fi​ed now, is what it is. It was all an ad​ven​tu​re-we had it fi​gu​red out and we we​re go​ing to find this la​ke and do what we we​re me​ant to do. But, god​damn, El​li​ot, the​re are so many of them. How are we sup​po​sed to do anyt​hing? We don’t even know whe​re Mo​ro​ni is and, if we find him, we don’t know how to kill him.”

    Elliot le​aned aga​inst her. He smi​led. “You re​mem​ber how this all star​ted? When we we​re sit​ting in my kitc​hen and you sa​id you wan​ted to find the Ho​le?”

    “Yeah,” she sa​id.

    “I tho​ught it was in Mon​ta​na, you tho​ught Co​lo​ra​do. Turns out we both we​re wrong. But the thing is, we fo​und it, Eva​j​e​an. We fo​und the pla​ce whe​re ever​yo​ne was go​ing. We did exactly what we set out to do. And the​re it is, right in front of us. Su​re, I don’t ha​ve a clue what it is still, but you know what? No mat​ter what hap​pens from he​re, we fo​und it.”

    “We suc​ce​eded in our qu​est,” she sa​id.

    “We did.”

    Evajean la​ug​hed. It was a qu​i​et so​und, but it was aut​hen​tic. “Now we just ha​ve to slay the dra​gon,” she sa​id.

    “We do,” El​li​ot sa​id. “I don’t know how we’re go​ing to do it, but if all this stuff we’ve le​ar​ned so far-abo​ut who we are and what we we​re put he​re for-if all of it is true, then I think we will know when the ti​me co​mes.”

    “Henry wo​uldn’t ha​ve ma​de it fu​ti​le,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “He lo​ved me. Wha​te​ver he might ha​ve be​en up to, ta​king us to Vir​gi​nia, be​ing part of Smith’s cons​pi​racy, I know he lo​ved me and he wo​uldn’t get me in​to so​met​hing the​re wasn’t any way for me to get out of.”

    Elliot didn’t ne​ces​sa​rily be​li​eve that. With the sta​kes so high, sac​ri​fi​cing them for even the chan​ce of suc​cess was pro​bably the smart thing to do. But then he tho​ught of Cla​ri​ne, and her in​vol​ve​ment in all this, too. She’d be​en part of Smith’s cons​pi​racy and she’d bro​ught him to Vir​gi​nia, whe​re he’d find Eva​j​e​an, his co​un​ter​part, whet​her Mighty or Strong. Cla​ri​ne lo​ved him, too, and he lo​ved her-and she’d gi​ven him Cal​lie.

    “Tell me abo​ut Na​hom,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “When I kil​led the cra​zi​es.”

    Elliot tho​ught back. “Tho​se we​ren’t the​se cra​zi​es,” he sa​id. “At le​ast I don’t think so. The vil​la​gers we​re Mor​mons, fun​da​men​ta​list ones li​ke you see on TV. That wo​uld put them in Mo​ro​ni’s camp. So the cra​zi​es at​tac​king them must ha​ve be​en Yah​weh’s.”

    “But tell me abo​ut what hap​pe​ned,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    “It’s li​ke it’s al​ways be​en. They we​re all clo​sing in on us. You held the box, the bo​ok, over yo​ur he​ad, sa​id so​me stran​ge stuff abo​ut le​aving this way po​int-which ma​kes mo​re sen​se now than it did then, I sup​po​se-and then the​re was this pul​se. It shot out from the box and knoc​ked all the cra​zi​es flat. Then you pas​sed out.”

    “I think I co​uld do it aga​in.”

    That ca​ught El​li​ot by surp​ri​se. “What do you me​an? Do you re​mem​be​ring do​ing it, re​mem​ber how you did it?”

    She sho​ok her he​ad. “It’s a fe​eling. In the back of my he​ad. Li​ke the​re’s energy the​re. I hadn’t no​ti​ced it be​fo​re, with everyt​hing that was go​ing on, but now that we’re sit​ting he​re-and I gu​ess now that I’m cal​ming down-it’s the​re and I think I ne​ed to re​le​ase it.”

    Elliot saw her in Na​hom, the cra​zi​es clo​sing in, the box held high. That ter​rib​le burst and the car​na​ge it bro​ught, and then the tho​ught of that sa​me thing hap​pe​ning aga​in, he​re, with a mil​li​on mo​re corp​ses-it was aw​ful, but he al​so knew, ter​ribly, that the po​wer to do it was in her. And he wan​ted her to use it. If the​se cra​zi​es, if the​se Nep​hi​tes, we​re Mo​ro​ni’s le​gi​on, then they de​ser​ved it for all the da​ma​ge they’d ca​used. Cal​lie and Cla​ri​ne and Henry-and ever​yo​ne el​se who’d di​ed or be​en dri​ven from the​ir he​ads by the​se pos​ses​sing hor​des. Eva​j​e​an co​uld sla​ugh​ter them all.

    He lo​oked at her. The​se tho​ughts had sud​denly plun​ged do​ubt in​to him. “If you can do it, you sho​uld,” he sa​id. “But what’s my part in this? We’re the Mighty and the Strong.”

    Evajean sho​ok her he​ad. “You’ve sa​ved me. Mo​re than on​ce.”

    “Yeah,” El​li​ot sa​id. He wasn’t je​alo​us. In fact, he’d ha​ve be​en per​fectly happy to lack a ro​le en​ti​rely. Ins​te​ad, his con​cern was only that, wit​ho​ut a part to play, the​re wasn’t much li​ke​li​ho​od he’d ma​ke it thro​ugh what was to co​me. He’d be kil​led.

    “No one told how to do this, how to do any of it,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “It just hap​pe​ned. That’s how it’ll be down the​re. It will just hap​pen. So let’s go. Let’s get it over with.”

    “You’re su​re?” El​li​ot sa​id.

    Evajean nod​ded.

    “Okay,” he sa​id. He to​ok her hand. “We’ll go when you’re re​ady.”

    “Now,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “Let’s go now.” She be​gan wal​king, pul​ling on his hand, and El​li​ot fol​lo​wed. They sta​yed in the mid​dle of the ro​ad, wal​king on the yel​low li​ne that cur​ved to​ward the sho​re of the Gre​at Salt La​ke.

    The first of the cra​zi​es no​ti​ced them when they we​re half way down the ramp. A lit​tle girl, re​mi​nis​cent of the one El​li​ot had cha​sed thro​ugh the wo​ods out​si​de of Na​hom, lo​oked up from the chunk of bro​ken ro​ad bar​ri​er she was trying to pick up, and sta​red at them. She re​ma​ined bent over, hands on the conc​re​te, but her eyes fi​xed on El​li​ot, then drif​ted to Eva​j​e​an. Her mo​uth ope​ned, clo​sed, and ope​ned aga​in. Fi​nal​ly, and with an exp​res​si​on of to​tal di​sin​te​rest, she shrug​ged and re​su​med her task. “Why do you think-” El​li​ot be​gan, but Eva​j​e​an was a step ahe​ad of him.

    “She do​esn’t know she’s sup​po​sed to ca​re abo​ut us,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. “She do​esn’t know what we’re he​re to do. We’re pro​tec​ted.”

    “Somehow,” El​li​ot sa​id. They both kept the​ir vo​ice low, un​wil​ling to draw at​ten​ti​on even af​ter the girl’s be​ha​vi​or.

    “Yeah,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id.

    They we​re at the bot​tom of the ramp now and the Nep​hi​te cra​zi​es we​re den​ser pac​ked. A few glan​ced the​ir way, but the​ir re​ac​ti​ons we​re the sa​me as the girl’s: comp​le​te in​dif​fe​ren​ce. Eva​j​e​an squ​e​ezed his hand as they drew clo​ser to the frin​ge of the crowd. El​li​ot squ​e​ezed back and lo​oked over her, smi​ling re​as​su​ringly. The grin fell away, ho​we​ver, when he saw the light sur​ro​un​ding her, then sur​ro​un​ding them, and he grip​ped her hand tigh​ter. He didn’t say anyt​hing abo​ut the light, kno​wing that she knew, that words we​ren’t ne​ces​sary. Wha​te​ver it was the two of them had be​en me​ant to do, had be​en cre​ated to ac​comp​lish, had be​gun.
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    The light spre​ad and in​ten​si​fi​ed as they ap​pro​ac​hed the Nep​hi​tes. The cra​zi​es fell back, pus​hed away in a twenty fo​ot ra​di​us, tho​se clo​sest to the ed​ge thro​wing up the​ir arms. So​me scre​amed. El​li​ot co​uld only ba​rely he​ar them. So​unds co​ming thro​ugh the light we​re muf​fled and had the warb​le of tra​ve​ling in wa​ter. Be​yond the crowd, the po​int of the temp​le ro​se, shim​me​ring and still craw​ling with Mo​ro​ni’s fol​lo​wers. He co​uld he​ar him​self bre​at​hing, co​uld he​ar his he​art be​ating and the crunch of his sho​es on gra​vel. He co​uld fe​el the warmth of Eva​j​e​an’s hand. El​li​ot clo​sed his eyes and let her le​ad him on​ward.

    A ti​me la​ter-his sen​se of the pas​sing mi​nu​tes had be​co​me flu​id-he ope​ned his eyes. Ahe​ad he co​uld see a dock bu​ilt out from the be​ach and in​to the wa​ter. As the Nep​hi​tes cle​ared, he saw that it stretc​hed the full dis​tan​ce to the temp​le. This was the path they’d ta​ke to en​ter Mo​ro​ni’s do​ma​in. When his fo​ot first lan​ded on the wo​od, he re​ali​zed he’d be​en hol​ding his bre​ath. He let it out and con​cent​ra​ted on wal​king.

    The cra​zi​es mil​led abo​ut at the pe​ri​me​ter of the light, stretc​hing the​ir arms to​ward El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an, cal​ling out to them, ple​ading. El​li​ot won​de​red if they knew what was hap​pe​ning, if they we​re awa​re that the​se two pe​op​le had co​me to dest​roy the​ir god. He tho​ught so, but he felt no pity. They had en​ded his world and now he was go​ing to end the​irs.

    Half way along the dock, El​li​ot no​ti​ced a hump ri​sing in the wa​ter. As he watc​hed, it set​tled back be​ne​ath the sur​fa​ce, only to re​turn a dis​tan​ce away. El​li​ot’s at​ten​ti​on felt slow in shif​ting, his skin ple​asantly war​med by the light from Eva​j​e​an. But he was ab​le to fo​cus on the thing out in the wa​ter and, af​ter a mo​ment, he saw it bre​ach. It was one of the cre​atu​res, the sa​me as tho​se that’d cha​sed them in the truck and had eaten Mel​vin. They we​re swim​ming in the Salt La​ke, do​ing laps aro​und Mo​ro​ni’s temp​le. This is whe​re they had co​me from, then. They we​re be​ings from the sa​me re​alm as the mad king.

    The cra​zi​es had drop​ped away as they prog​res​sed along the dock. A few swam along si​de, but most re​ma​ined on the sho​re. Tho​se on the temp​le kept the​ir dis​tan​ce, too, jum​ping in​to the wa​ter as the sphe​re of light ap​pro​ac​hed. So​on the path bet​we​en El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an and the steps le​ading to the top of the temp​le was en​ti​rely cle​ar. At the top of the pyra​mid, ho​ve​ring abo​ve the apex, was a purp​le ball of light, no big​ger than a man. El​li​ot co​uld ba​rely ma​ke out a flow of energy co​ming from this, erup​ting up in​to the sky. He lo​oked up and saw it spre​ad away in​to the dis​tan​ce in all di​rec​ti​ons. The clo​uds abo​ve shim​me​red. The temp​le was the so​ur​ce of the cre​atu​res and, it se​emed, the bar​ri​er as well.

    Evajean stop​ped wal​king. They we​re wit​hin only pa​ces of the temp​le’s sto​ne steps. The light no lon​ger ca​me from her but, ins​te​ad, from all aro​und them. El​li​ot co​uld fe​el it in​si​de his body, shed​ding he​at as it burst forth. Eva​j​e​an whis​pe​red and, over the so​und of the wa​ter and the calls of the cra​zi​es, he he​ard her.

    “We’re ne​arly do​ne,” she sa​id.

    There was a mo​ment, the bri​efest of flas​hes, when El​li​ot wan​ted to turn and run, to re​turn to Vir​gi​nia and let the world end wit​ho​ut him. He co​uld still sa​ve Eva​j​e​an, even as he’d fa​iled to sa​ve Cal​lie and Cla​ri​ne. But the mo​ment pas​sed, so qu​ickly he ba​rely re​mem​be​red it. He tur​ned and put his arms aro​und Eva​j​e​an, squ​e​ezing her aga​inst his chest, smel​ling her ha​ir and the dust in her clot​hes. Her jac​ket smel​led of Ho​pe, too, the dog’s scent rub​bed de​eply in by all the ti​mes she’d crad​led him clo​se to her.

    “Then we fi​nish it,” he sa​id in​to her ear.

    She nod​ded and pul​led away. She lo​oked up in​to his fa​ce and smi​led. “I think we al​re​ady ha​ve,” she sa​id. “It’s over. He just do​esn’t know it yet.” She til​ted her he​ad in the di​rec​ti​on of the temp​le’s pe​ak.

    Elliot lo​oked-and wo​uld ha​ve fal​len back ex​cept for the sup​re​me calm that had was​hed over him ear​li​er. Mo​ro​ni clim​bed from his fort​ress, a be​ast easily matc​hing the hor​rors he had wro​ught.

    Arms cla​wed up the si​des of the temp​le, do​zens of them, twis​ting and lo​ose li​ke ten​tac​les but with re​cog​ni​zab​le jo​ints and hu​ge hands. The​se we​re co​ve​red in fin​gers, grey and slick and ho​oking out in all di​rec​ti​ons, li​ke a car​ni​val fre​ak in a jar. The arms pul​led the mad king’s we​ight out of the wa​ter, a se​mi​circ​le of to​othy flesh that sur​ro​un​ded the pyra​mid on three si​des. It was li​ke a ho​od un​ve​iling, as if the temp​le be​ing pre​pa​red for ra​in or pro​tec​ted with sha​de. This slid up​ward un​til it had re​ac​hed the temp​le’s he​ight and then ca​me for​ward and down, smot​he​ring the sto​ne and steps. The arms con​ti​nu​ed all ac​ross its sur​fa​ce, gro​ping brist​les of va​gu​ely hu​man ap​pen​da​ges. The palm of each ope​ned in​to a black ho​le, not a mo​uth, but an empty ca​vity, out of which ca​me a tho​usand scre​ec​hing bab​bles, the calls of the cra​zi​es, but ter​ribly mag​ni​fi​ed and shrill.

    Moroni fi​nis​hed ri​sing from the wa​ters of the Gre​at Salt La​ke and ho​ve​red over the temp​le, a god atop his thro​ne. It’s body rip​pled and writ​hed, the hands along the un​der​si​de hol​ding fast to the sto​ne, whi​le tho​se ac​ross the top gras​ped fu​ti​lely at the air. Ste​am ro​se from it and was​hed over El​li​ot and Eva​j​e​an. And then, out of the ca​cop​hony hands, a vo​ice emer​ged.

    I DES​PI​SE YOU, it sa​id, in a myri​ad of pitc​hes and vo​lu​mes. I HA​VE DES​PI​SED YOU SIN​CE I FIRST WAS.

    Elliot ig​no​red it and kept wal​king. Eva​j​e​an pa​used only a mo​ment be​fo​re fol​lo​wing. She ca​ught up to walk along si​de him, ta​king his hand aga​in. The light was blin​ding now, Mo​ro​ni only vi​sib​le as a sil​ho​u​et​te.

    YOU ARE NOT RE​ADY FOR THIS, the god con​ti​nu​ed. TURN BACK AND I SHALL CALL OFF MY AR​MI​ES. TURN BACK AND I WILL PRO​TECT YOU.

    Elliot sho​ok his he​ad. “No,” he sa​id softly.

    I WAS FIRST, Mo​ro​ni sa​id. The arms twis​ted and snatc​hed at the sky, mo​re fran​tic than be​fo​re. THE OT​HER IS AN IM​POS​TOR. HE WILL NOT SA​VE YOU. YOU ONLY GI​VE THE WORLD OVER TO HIM.

    “Others will see that he fa​ils, too,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id. They we​re half way up the si​de of the temp​le, Mo​ro​ni’s bulk bloc​king out the sun. The light fil​led the ca​ve of flesh and sto​ne.

    YOU CAN​NOT DO THIS. YOU ARE NOT AB​LE. YOU WILL FAL​TER BE​FO​RE THIS ENDS.

    Elliot knew what wo​uld hap​pen then and, re​mem​be​ring Cal​lie and Cla​ri​ne and all the ot​her de​aths he’d ex​pe​ri​en​ced, he was glad for it. What was left for him? He felt Eva​j​e​an’s hand re​lax in his. She knew it, too. They fi​nis​hed the​ir walk.

    The hands stra​ined for them as they to​ok the​ir fi​nal steps up the pyra​mid’s slo​pe. But Mo​ro​ni was for​ced back by the light. Mighty and strong, El​li​ot tho​ught. To​get​her we are mighty and strong.
    The last of the steps pas​sed be​ne​ath the​ir fe​et. They sto​od on the pe​ak and lo​oked in​to the sphe​re of light, the ho​le thro​ugh which Mo​ro​ni had co​me, the ho​le they had set out to find.

    “Elliot,” Eva​j​e​an sa​id, and even over Mo​ro​ni’s scre​aming the words we​re cle​ar.

    He to​ok her in​to his arms and, to​get​her, they wal​ked thro​ugh.

    

* * *
    

    The boy blin​ked. His hands hurt and he drop​ped the sto​ne he’d be​en car​rying. It was small but its ed​ges we​re ro​ugh and it was he​avy for a boy so small. He watc​hed it roll away from his fe​et, then rub​bed his palms on his je​ans.

    Overhead, the sky flas​hed, li​ke light​ning from everyw​he​re, and then fa​ded to its ori​gi​nal co​lor. The boy won​de​red what that co​lor was, re​ali​zing he re​mem​be​red not​hing of whe​re he was or how he’d co​me to be the​re. He lo​oked aro​und.

    A wa​re​ho​use was off to his left and on the right was a ring of tra​ilers, shi​ning in the mor​ning sun. He ap​pe​ared to be alo​ne. Be​hind him, the skyli​ne of the city was un​fa​mi​li​ar, as was the lands​ca​pe it ro​se out of. He re​cal​led se​e​ing pic​tu​res in a text​bo​ok on​ce, and knew he was in the West. He won​de​red at this, too, for he’d be​en born in Bos​ton and spent every ye​ar of his li​fe the​re.

    The tra​ilers had win​dows and do​ors and lo​oked li​ke tiny ho​uses. He be​gan wal​king to​ward them, ho​ping so​me​body wo​uld be ho​me, so​me​body who might be ab​le to tell him how he got he​re.

    He ma​de it to the first one and tri​ed the do​or and fo​und it loc​ked. The​re we​re many ot​her tra​ilers, ho​we​ver, and the boy wasn’t con​cer​ned. He’d find anot​her per​son even​tu​al​ly. He wasn’t hun​ger or thirsty and he didn’t ha​ve to pee. He had ti​me.

    Three mo​re tra​ilers yi​el​ded the sa​me re​sult. He was at the do​or of the forth, re​ac​hing out for the knob, when he he​ard the so​und from in​si​de. The​re was a scramb​ling and then a dog bar​ked. The boy smi​led. A dog wasn’t as go​od as a per​son, but it was go​od. He grab​bed the do​or and dis​co​ve​red it was un​loc​ked. He pul​led it open.

    A small, black puppy sto​od the​re, sta​ring up at him. The dog be​gan to growl, then stop​ped and snif​fed the air. It glan​ced up at the boy and yip​ped. He bent down and re​ac​hed out with his hand. The dog to​ok a step for​ward, stretc​hed its neck, and smel​led him. Then it bar​ked aga​in.

    The boy ma​de a cal​ming no​ise and pat​ted the ani​mal on the he​ad. The puppy pus​hed aga​inst his hand. “Hi the​re,” the boy sa​id. The dog coc​ked its he​ad. “My na​me’s Rod​ney. My fri​ends call me Rod.” He rub​bed the dog be​hind the ears. “You can call me Rod if you want.”

    The dog nuz​zled in​to his arms. The boy pic​ked it up and scratc​hed its sto​mach. Then the two of them set out to​ward the city.

    

THE END
    

 

