
  
    
      THE NOTHING MEN

    

    
      
        DAVID KAZZIE

      

    

    
      GRUB CLUB PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      To my Advance Reader Team, thank you for your support,  encouragement, and feedback. Your contributions are deeply valued.

      

      And to Brady and Ingrid, thank you for the gift of a lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      © 2019 by David Kazzie

      

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is purely coincidental.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the written consent of the author.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        As Always, For My Kids

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      They began calling numbers at an ungodly hour, in that sliver of night just before dawn when nothing good happened but bad things often did, not because they had to but because they could.

      Ben Sullivan had been dozing since midnight; the fatigue had finally closed in around him like a noose and left him hovering in that thin space between sleep and wakefulness. His body buzzed upon the call of each number, and when he finally heard his own, a loud, drawling NUMBER FOUR, laced with a Southern twang like good barbecue soaked in pepper vinegar, his eyes shot open and his heart began pounding like a coke-fueled hummingbird’s. He gently rubbed his eyes, ran his hands across his face, trying to massage some life back into his skin. The fear and stress had carved inside him deep canyons of exhaustion that would soon need to be filled with real sleep, but he didn’t have time for that now. He would sleep later.

      “Here,” Ben called out as he staggered to his feet.

      He pulled on the straps of his permanent companion, a haggard-looking blue backpack he’d carried during law school, now dirty, paper-thin, having lived up to its promised warranty and then some, in situations probably not envisioned by the good people at L.L. Bean. It held a pocketknife, two cans of ravioli, a canteen of water, some toiletries, a thin blanket, and his papers. Its straps had frayed, the zipper barely functioning. In other words, it was just hanging on. Like everything and everyone else.

      They were in the parking lot of an abandoned shopping center in Short Pump, an unincorporated suburban community in Henrico County, just west of the city of Richmond, Virginia, camped out in a federal staging area known as the Cage. Years ago, the strip mall had been quilted together from a menu of suburban prerequisites, a mishmash of stand-alone fast-food joints, nail salons, and wireless phone stores. A huge Walmart at the southeastern tip had anchored the development in headier times. Now the one-acre parking lot served as a clearinghouse for government-sponsored job lotteries, swap meets, day-laborer pickups, and all manner of illicit commerce.

      The U.S. Department of Reconstruction & Recovery had set up a cattle call in the southwest corner of the sprawling shopping center just outside an old Taco Bell restaurant. About three hundred people were packed into the Cage like hogs and not smelling much better. Portable spotlights ringed the perimeter, blasting the Cage with harsh sodium light from which there was no escape.

      Despite the early hour, the air was swollen with humidity; it had been drizzling off and on all night. It was the sort of rain that seemed ready to burst, like an overripe piece of fruit, and wash away the stickiness. It never did, leaving you wanting, the itch unscratched, the sneeze un-sneezed. The sky simply perspired, the intermittent drip-drip-drip of the rain against the asphalt nothing short of maddening.

      Ben had been in the Cage for sixteen hours now. It had been his luckiest break yet, finding out about the job fair before word of it had been announced on Freedom One. He’d been one of the first on site, scoring a very low lottery number, which meant that he’d be one of the first considered. The Department made its hires on the spot, and when all the slots were filled, that was that.

      Thanks for playing, but you can return to your regularly scheduled programming of starving to death with your families.

      The job lotteries, which started at four in the morning, were as organized as anything else these days, which was, to say, not very. They were first announced via Freedom One, the government-controlled communications network and then just as quickly by mouth. Hundreds of people lined up for each lottery, often for just a handful of job openings. Some days there were a dozen jobs; every now and again, you’d stumble across a job fair with thirty. The typical gig involved manual labor – debris cleanup, construction, body removal, the dirty work required after the closest thing to total apocalypse the world had seen since the Black Death killed a third of Europe.

      Security was loosely maintained by a small platoon of Volunteers, the new federal security force that had been commissioned after the Panic ended. The lightly trained soldiers kept a disinterested eye on the corral; they usually didn’t get involved unless absolutely necessary, and the definition of “absolutely necessary” fluctuated from day to day, from platoon to platoon. The soldiers handed out lottery slips in a first-come, first-serve fashion starting twelve hours before the interviews began. When they ran out of slips, they locked the gates.

      A pair of portable chemical toilets constituted the beginning and the end of the government-sponsored amenities, and those were normally rendered unusable within the first hour. Anyone was free to leave the pen, but if you left, you didn’t get back in. Abandoned spots fell to those on a waiting list, those ringing the pen like vultures.

      As Ben wove through the waiting throngs of nameless, faceless strangers who just wanted to work again, he felt scores of eyes on him, the burning envy, the anguish, the hate of those holding higher lottery numbers, most of whom would leave today with nothing. He didn’t begrudge them these feelings because he’d felt them as well, but he wasn’t experiencing any survivor’s guilt either. You didn’t make it far these days by feeling sorry for other people.

      The foreman nodded imperceptibly toward Ben before turning and making his way toward the small corrugated trailer at the north end of the cage. Ben hurried to catch up, falling in step behind the man. The foreman was a big fellow with an easy way about him, confident in his place in this new world.

      “Your number?” he asked.

      Ben handed him the slip of paper, stamped with the numeral 4, which had been issued to him upon his arrival at the camp. The man scanned it with a handheld electronic wand, and the machine emitted a satisfying beep upon confirming that Ben’s ticket was genuine.

      “You got your papers, right?”

      “Yes, right here,” he said, unzipping his backpack and removing the folder. He offered his papers toward the man, who simply waved them off.

      “Wait until you’re inside.”

      Ben closed the backpack, and they walked in silence as they covered the distance to the doublewide trailer. The aluminum siding glinted under the glare of the floodlights, the familiar U.S. Department of Reconstruction & Recovery logo emblazoned on the side. The ubiquitous seal, which had made its debut a few months after the Panic, consisted of a magnificent bald eagle in the foreground with a bright orange sun peeking out just behind its head. Ben had once wondered how they’d managed to come up with a logo so quickly, and he decided that maybe they’d had one all along, part of a contingency plan that had been drawn up, considered, revised, approved and then stuck in a drawer somewhere.

      That is, at least, until they’d been faced with the question of What the hell do we do now?

      Well, for starters, we’ve got this kick-ass logo we can use!

      To his left stood the ruined shell of the Walmart, the store’s marquee still identifiable despite missing both letter A’s. A fire had consumed the building at some point, the edges of the doorways blackened with soot, as if smudged by the hands of a child giant. The burned-out chassis of an Army vehicle remained lodged in the front entrance. Its tires were gone, as was the canvas top. The devastation never got easier to look at, stark reminders of those terrible months three years ago when all seemed lost.

      The foreman checked his watch as they reached the trailer. The place was quiet but for the rattle of an air-conditioner unit protruding from a side window like a cancerous growth. On the far side of the trailer, two yellow school buses bearing the words U.S. Department of Reconstruction & Recovery idled in the old drive-thru lane. A pair of soldiers walked the perimeter of the trailer, their rifles gripped tightly in their hands.

      “You’ve got another five minutes or so,” he said. He lit a cigarette.

      Ben pressed down each of his thumbnails firmly, a nervous tic of his. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Nervous?” the foreman asked, blowing smoke out through his nostrils.

      “Yeah,” Ben said. “First time I’ve made it inside.”

      “Just try and relax,” he said. “They’re looking for healthy, stable people for these jobs. There’s two dozen openings today. As long as you don’t piss yourself in there, you should be fine.”

      Ben nodded.

      “What’d you do before?” the man asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I haven’t worked in a while.”

      “I mean before before,” the foreman said. “Before the Panic.”

      Ben tensed.

      “Oh, before before,” he said. “Right.”

      Before before, Ben thought. When America had spent its days watching YouTube videos and going to farmers’ markets and arguing about climate change.

      Before.

      “Lawyer,” Ben said, hoping the guy would drop this line of discussion. He didn’t want to talk about the Before Before or the Time Before That either. He spent enough time thinking about it. Most days it was all he thought about.

      The foreman seemed to find this amusing and began cackling with delight, a big explosive thing that burst out of him, as if Ben had stepped on a laugh mine. He dropped his cigarette to the ground and crushed it with his boot.

      “Damn lawyers,” he said, a sudden edge to his voice. “Bet you’re not used to this kind of cattle call. Golf and cocktail parties and strippers for you lawyer types.”

      “No, sir,” Ben said, his heart clapping against his ribs like a frightened puppy trapped in a cage. He was terrified that he was blowing his chance. “I just want to work.”

      Just then, the door to the trailer burst open, and a soldier emerged, dragging a thin man behind him. The man’s name was Milton; he’d gotten to the site a few moments before Ben and had drawn Ticket No. 3. He was a nervous fellow, twitchy, talking nonstop until the interviews had begun. The soldier, the name Kendrick stitched to his fatigues, had Milton by the lapels of his dirty work shirt. With his M4 rifle slung over his shoulder, Kendrick dragged Milton, who had let his legs go limp and seemed hell-bent on making his eviction from the trailer as complicated as possible, down the steps.

      “Hey, fuck you!” Milton was barking, twisting and turning like a child refusing his medicine. “A monkey can do this job! I just want to work! Look at me!”

      “No Reds,” Kendrick said. “You know the rules.”

      The soldiers outside rushed over to help their comrade, but before they could get there, Milton cleared his throat and fired a loogie directly into the soldier’s face. That was that. With fresh spittle on his face, rife with only-God-knew-what pathogens, Kendrick unslung his rifle and drove the butt of the rifle directly into Milton’s stomach, doubling the man over. As Milton struggled back to his feet, moaning, Kendrick rotated the rifle and aimed it directly at him.

      “Take this asshole into custody,” Kendrick barked. He turned his attention back to Milton. “Get your hands up.”

      “You ruptured my spleen!”

      The foreman took Ben by the arm and the two of them eased away from the scene. Not breathing, not making a sound, Ben stared at the barrel of Kendrick’s weapon, a steel snake hovering in the air. They were no more than ten feet away from Milton, just a few steps behind the soldier.

      Milton remained rooted to his spot, not giving an inch. He looked each of the three soldiers in the face, and then he swung his gaze over toward Ben. Their eyes locked, and in Milton’s, Ben saw nothing. Just a total absence of light and hope and anything that once might have been good and pure in his life. Ben blinked and looked away, focusing his gaze on one of the school buses. This wasn’t his problem.

      But from the corner of his eye, he saw Milton’s shoulders sag, about as perfect a case study in body language as there ever was, a man who’d just watched his very last straw flutter away, a child’s helium balloon caught on a thermal and disappearing from sight.

      Milton’s body tensed, leaning forward ever so slightly, and then he bull-rushed the soldier, a manic howl erupting from the depths. Kendrick squeezed off a short burst from his rifle directly into Milton’s chest. It was a little thing, but a terrible thing all the same. A dark stain bloomed on Milton’s shirt like a dark flower portending an ominous future. He crashed to the ground in a heap, and he died there in the parking lot of a Taco Bell. Behind him, the crowd buzzed loudly, but they remained docile, conscious of the heavy guns that would be loosed upon them at the slightest provocation.

      “Clean this piece of shit up,” Kendrick said to his comrades. Then he looked over at Ben and said: “You. Let’s go.”

      Ben could barely move, his eyes locked on Milton’s body. He willed himself to take a step forward, and Kendrick searched him, pawing through his bag, confiscating his knife.

      “Well, counselor,” the foreman said, his voice devoid of emotion, as though he watched soldiers kill unarmed civilians every day. Hey, perhaps he did. He clapped Ben on the shoulder. “You’re up.”

      Ben’s knees nearly buckled with fear as he climbed the three steps to the screen door, Kendrick trailing close behind. He took a deep breath and briefly considered hauling ass out of there, but he couldn’t. He’d come too far. He’d invested too much. And certainly, he was better prepared than Milton had been.

      It was time to push his chips to the center of the table.
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      The chilly air made him shiver, a delicious ripple dancing across his skin that he hadn’t felt in ages. The sudden change in temperature, combined with the shock of what he had just seen outside made his stomach flutter.

      The trailer was sparsely furnished, small, about twenty feet wide by fifty feet deep. Cheap particle wood paneled the walls, which were bare but for a single propaganda poster bearing the DRR logo mounted on the wall to Ben’s left. It featured a smiling little girl wearing a colorful shirt, a bright pink thing dancing with flowers. The words Winning the Future were printed in its lower right corner.

      “Sit down,” a male voice said. “You have your identification documents?”

      A middle-aged man sat at a metal desk in the center of the room. The man was rail thin, pale, his lips disturbingly red. A name badge pinned to his short-sleeve shirt identified him as R. Kincaid. His long, thin fingers danced across the keys of a laptop computer, and he seemed decidedly uninterested in the goings-on just outside his front door. Kendrick had disappeared into the background, a stage prop that had served its purpose.

      “Yes, sir,” Ben said, sitting down in the green plastic chair across from Kincaid.

      He removed the folder from his backpack and handed it to the man. Kincaid reviewed the documents slowly and deliberately, one at a time. The passport and social security card were genuine. Ben had retrieved them two years ago, and he guarded the documents with his life. The third card, however, the only card that mattered, was an expert forgery and had come at a heavy price.

      Six months after the Panic ended, Congress passed the National Recovery Act, which, in part, mandated the registration of every survivor, both infected and uninfected. It also banned Redeyes, as those who’d been infected with the Orchid virus were known, from having children. Those who had never been infected drew first priority for what little government assistance was available and, with a valid registration card, were eligible to work. Redeyes were currently ineligible to receive benefits, left to fend for themselves, although the Department promised that they would address the plight of the Redeyes in due course.

      A thumbnail photograph of Ben took up the left half of the card. The right half was dedicated to Ben’s biographical details, including height, weight, hair and eye color, and of course, his antibody status. It was this last field for which he had paid so handsomely, for which he had exhausted his last dollar, the field before R. Kincaid’s eyes indicating that his status was Negative.

      Ben sat stone still as the bureaucrat scanned his registration card, reminded of the time he’d used a fake ID for the first time. Upon hearing the satisfying beep from the wand, he concealed his relief like he was tossing a blanket over a delicate archeological site. When it came to passing yourself off as someone else, it was all about confidence. As though this review was just a mindless waste of his time. As a bartender, he could detect whether someone was of age within seconds, almost always by the level of interest in his review of the driver’s license.

      “This job opening we’ve got, it’s not an easy one,” Kincaid said, leaning back in his chair and tapping the tips of his slender fingers together.

      “Truly, sir, I’d be happy to have any job,” Ben said. “I’m ready to work.”

      Kincaid made a clicking noise with his tongue as he considered his applicant.

      “Do you know how many people died during the Panic, Mr. Sullivan?”

      It wasn’t the question that took Ben by surprise as much as the manner in which Kincaid asked it, flatly, with no emotion. As if he were reading it from a Trivial Pursuit – Apocalypse Edition card and was waiting to see if Ben could earn a little plastic wedge for his wagon-wheel game piece.

      Ben didn’t know how or whether he was expected to answer. He didn’t know the etiquette for discussing the Panic with government officials. Like everyone else, Ben had heard all kinds of casualty figures, presented in every conceivable form – bar graphs, charts, three-dimensional maps created by the Freedom One Network. The actual number didn’t really matter all that much, not to know how bad it was. The smell told you that. The rich, deep smell of death, like a hunk of roast beef forgotten in the back of the refrigerator, blanketing the big cities for weeks and months afterwards, getting into everything like rancid cigarette smoke.

      “More than one hundred and fifty million Americans, Mr. Sullivan,” Kincaid said, breaking the silence. “Half the population. Three billion worldwide.”

      “Wow,” Ben said.

      The number didn’t surprise Ben in the least, but Kincaid was obviously trying to dazzle him with his grasp of the material.

      “I didn’t know it was that many.”

      “Goddamn Reds were nearly the end of us,” Kincaid said, as if Ben hadn’t been there for it, as though he might have been vacationing on the polar ice caps of Mars while the world had nearly come to an end.

      “That they were,” Ben agreed. “That they were.”

      “And now we have to live beside them every day, as if nothing happened,” Kincaid said. “No way to know if the infection will come back, if it’s just lying dormant.”

      “Right,” Ben said, nodding, trying to maintain his very best poker face. He spent every day wondering that very thing.

      “Anyway, I’m going to assign you to a HARD Team,” Kincaid said, using a piece of government nomenclature that meant absolutely nothing to Ben.

      Kincaid turned to his laptop and began tapping away. The room was quiet but for the clickety-clack of the keyboard and the drone of the air conditioner.

      “That’s Human Asset Recovery and Disposition,” Kincaid said, apparently picking up on Ben’s confusion. “We’ve been using these acronyms so long we forget that the general public might not be familiar with them.”

      Ben puzzled over this for a moment and then a flash of heat swept up his back, the words registering with him. A government euphemism for something unspeakably awful.

      “What will I be doing?”

      “Simply put, more than a hundred million corpses are dotting the American landscape,” Kincaid said. “The administration has made the disposal of these remains a national priority. There are HARD teams in every city and state to recover remains and transport them to disposal facilities. It’s a long, tedious project. But this country can’t fully move beyond the Panic until this matter is attended to.”

      Ben sensed that Kincaid was reciting a well-memorized script, but his stomach fluttered anyway. In his mind’s eye, he saw a three-dimensional map of America, a camera sweeping over the nation, zooming in on hospitals and churches and schools and houses, choked with the bodies of the dead, piled up like firewood in some places, strewn about like debris in others.

      “These teams have been working for nearly two years, but we’re seeing tremendously high turnover and progress has been slow,” Kincaid said. “Not everyone has the stomach for the work.”

      A ripple of annoyance at that. Kincaid had said it as if he weren’t some paper-pushing bureaucrat. Ben wanted to ask Kincaid if he had spent a single moment on a HARD Team but thought better of it.

      “You think you can handle it?” asked Kincaid.

      “Yes, sir,” Ben said. “I used to be a prosecutor. Saw a lot of crime scenes.”

      “Good,” he said. “This job isn’t for the faint of heart. Any questions?”

      “How does it work?”

      “You’ll be assigned to a four-man team working a specific grid here in Henrico County,” Kincaid said. “Are you from here?”

      “No,” Ben said.

      That was true. But for his three years in law school here in Richmond, Ben had spent most of his life in North Carolina. He’d moved north after the Panic, deciding to start over where he was an unknown, just another hardcase trying to get by in a world that was like a haunted funhouse version of its former self. Someday, he hoped to reunite with his wife Sarah and son Gavin, but they weren’t ready for that yet. They had made it through the Panic without becoming infected, a fact that cleaved Ben from the two people he loved most of all.

      “We use standard garbage trucks for collection. Once you’ve got a full load, you return to Central Processing to offload the cargo. Lather, rinse, repeat. The crematoriums are running twenty-four hours a day.”

      Cargo. He reminded himself that Kincaid had probably been at this a while, had become desensitized to it all, by necessity. He’d experienced the same thing during his years as a prosecutor because after a while the cases and victims and carnage and ruined lives started to run together and you couldn’t even remember the name of the little girl who’d been molested by her grandfather even though you’d promised yourself that you’d never, ever become like that.

      “You know how pay and benefits work?”

      Ben shook his head. Three years on, the global economy was still a mess, still struggling to recover. No one knew what to do because there was no model for what to do. During those apocalyptic eight months, nearly half of the world’s workforce had died or become disabled. Demand for goods and services had dropped significantly, but it was still there, relying on wrecked supply chains. Entire industries had disappeared virtually overnight. Leisure and travel and dining were still things of the past, although the government was trying to push people back into their former lives like they were old clothes that still fit. Other industries had risen in their wake as the corporations rushed in to fill the void. A number of the larger companies had started buying construction and manufacturing interests as the world turned its attention to reconstruction.

      “We pay in cash, per truckload, at the end of each day. The more cargo your crew clears, the more you make.” Kincaid said. “That’s all we can do right now. No benefits. No paid vacation. Twelve-hour shifts. You get one day off per week. You get hurt on the job, you might lose it. Forget worker’s comp. You were a lawyer, you said? This is probably blowing your little lawyer mind.”

      “No, I get it,” Ben said. “State of emergency and all that.”

      “Exactly,” Kincaid said. “I know the Act isn’t the most popular thing in American history, but I’m sure you know how tough it is out there right now. Welcome aboard.”

      Kincaid clicked a button on his mouse, and his printer began revving up like an aircraft warming up its engines. Ben stared at the machine, rapt, unable to remember the last time he’d heard a printer warm up. Things that had been lost. The ordinary and mundane. What was once background noise suddenly seemed like black magic. Electricity. Printers. Hell, maybe Kincaid still had a Facebook account!

      A moment later, the printer spit out a single sheet of paper. He handed it to Ben, whose fingers trembled as he accepted this passport to a new life.

      “You start work immediately,” he said. “Captain Kendrick will escort you to the bus, which will take you to Central Processing for orientation. Give this document to the superintendent.”

      “Thank you,” Ben said.

      Kendrick led Ben back to the bus; he followed without a word, careful to avoid a misstep when he was so close, so agonizingly close to turning the corner. Because no one was hiring Redeyes.

      And Ben was one of them.
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      The first two weeks on the HARD Team were the worst.

      Each twelve-hour shift began and ended at the Eastern Henrico Processing Center, as it was officially known in government documents, or the Dump, as it was unofficially and more accurately known. The Department had slapped the facility together in an industrial section of the county’s east end, bracketed to the south by a residential neighborhood and the interstate to the north. This particular installation serviced several dozen HARD crews operating in the central Virginia area – the city in the middle, like a baseball, Henrico wrapping around it to the north, west and east, like a glove, and the less-populated counties on the far sides of Henrico and farther south. The crematorium chugged like a steam engine twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, belching its tragic smoke into the skies.

      Ben arrived at the depot each morning at five-thirty, making extra certain he was never late, as tardiness was grounds for immediate termination. The early start really didn’t present much of a problem; he suffered from intractable insomnia and slept little at the refugee camp at the Richmond International Raceway about a mile away. He’d pitched a small tent there about a year ago, trying to make a home out of polyester and dangerous, slippery hope.

      The scope of the cataclysm was never clearer than when Ben pulled a shift on his HARD crew, scouring each structure for victims, moving door-to-door through neighborhoods and commercial districts like a salesman hawking vinyl siding. Behind every door, in every backyard and two-car garage and shed, tucked into every convenience store and gas station and commercial office park, lay bodies waiting to be reclaimed and placed into eternal rest. There would be no funeral for these people, fate casting them the most meager of final dispositions. Day by day, hour by hour, Ben’s crew forded a river of bodies that had no end.

      And yet, like anything else that human beings had found themselves subject to during the course of their history, working on the HARD crew became, in time, part of his reality, part of his routine. The Panic, and Ben’s role in it, were never far from his mind, and so it wasn’t like body recovery had him thinking more about the Panic. Such a thing wasn’t possible; it would be like trying to top off an already full fuel tank.

      Over time, he began to derive a certain grim satisfaction of doing something productive for every minute of every twelve-hour shift. No down time for the mind to wander. From the time he clocked in until the moment he clocked out, like the wolf and the sheepdog from the old cartoons, he and his crew were studying plats or en route to a site or processing bodies.

      He grew numb to the grisly nature of the work, the way doctors became immune to the deaths of patients, the way he’d become numb to the horror of crime as a prosecutor. In an unexpected but not unwelcome way, it was a reminder that the Panic was over. There was something cleansing and therapeutic about cleaning up a mess, especially when the chaos that had created the mess had been so horrific.

      And in a way, it was penance. Penance for his own terrible contribution to the Panic.

      As Kincaid had promised, the turnover rate on the HARD teams was quite high. All but one member of the crew he’d shoved out with on his first day had already washed out, apparently preferring unemployment and possibly starvation to the burden of harvesting bodies. For the past week, though, the rotation had stabilized, leaving Ben as the second-most senior member on his crew.

      The senior guy was a beefy guy named Danny Brooks. Rounding out the crew were a young woman named Ellie Campbell and a quiet fellow named Randall Holland. Randall and Ellie were pleasant enough, but Danny gave Ben the creeps. He stank of beer and cigarettes and sweat. Ben pictured him as the kind of guy who spent his pre-apocalypse days beating up his girlfriends and telling racist jokes.

      When Ben arrived for work on that Wednesday morning, Ellie was already there in the staging area, pulling on her biohazard suit over her small but athletic frame. Her wire-straight brown hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She was about thirty years old, quiet, didn’t say much. She seemed content to observe the things going on around them. Every now and again, Ben would catch her watching him and the others, almost studying them. Nothing escaped her keen eye. She didn’t engage in small talk, which Ben found rather appealing.

      “Morning,” Ben said, setting his bag in the cab area of the truck.

      “I’m going to grab a cup of coffee,” she said without looking up. “Want some?”

      He nodded, pleasantly surprised, almost proud of himself. He felt like he had impressed her in some small way, and this, he was embarrassed to say, delighted him immensely. She wandered off in search of their morning brew, leaving him alone to pull on his suit. He tried telling himself that he was nervous around her because he was afraid she’d discover his secret and not because he’d developed a schoolboy crush on her. Just the thought of being attracted to another woman made him feel guilty on so many levels, not the least of which was that he was still technically married. Granted, he hadn’t seen Sarah or Gavin in more than a year, and the last time they’d spoken, Sarah had told him that she never wanted to see him again, but it didn’t make him feel any less guilty. He missed them terribly, but he respected her wishes. Maybe there were things that you could not undo.

      “You want the coffee or not?” she said, her harsh tone quickly breaking him out of his trance.

      “Oh,” he said, looking up and seeing her fresh, clean face hovering over him. He hadn’t heard her come up on him. “Sorry. Just zoned out for a second.”

      She handed him the Styrofoam cup, and they sat on the back bumper of the truck, enjoying a last few minutes of peace before their day devolved into an endless wave of tragedy washing over them, an ocean delivering its eternal beating to the shoreline. The coffee was actually decent and, even better, high-octane. A single cup had his body buzzing.

      “Some job, huh?” he asked.

      “I guess,” she said.

      He tried to think of something else to say, but everything he considered sounded stupid in his head, and he cast them off, one at a time, like a quality control inspector carefully inspecting a new load of widgets rolling by on an assembly line.

      “Not a huge fan of the old Double-R,” he said, “but you have to admit that it is an important job.”

      “I suppose,” she said.

      She looked down at her coffee for a minute and then dumped the contents onto the ground.

      “This is harder than I thought it would be,” he said.

      “Yeah,” she replied, finally cracking. “How long you been on this team?”

      “Just a week more than you,” he said. “Couple folks washed out since I joined.”

      “It’s easy to get rattled,” she said. “Gotta find some way to stay sane.”

      “Got any suggestions?”

      She held his gaze for a moment, apparently considering whether to continue this bonding moment.

      “I like to be outdoors,” she said, breaking the gaze and staring off into the distance. “Away from the city. There’s this place off the Appalachian Trail I like to go. The Priest. You ever heard of it?”

      Ben shook his head.

      “It’s really pretty there,” she said. “Away from all this. You almost forget how things are now. There’s a logbook in the shelter where people write their confessions. It’s something else to read them. Especially these days.”

      A metallic clang interrupted the conversation; Ben looked over to see Danny Brooks banging a golf club against the bumper of the truck.

      “Let’s go,” he called out to them. “This ain’t no goddamn Starbucks!”

      Ben felt his skin tighten with heat. The man pushed his every button, the way a child might slide his hand across all the call buttons on an elevator of a very tall building.

      “I’ll see you on the truck,” she said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At six sharp, Ben’s truck pushed out from the depot, groaning and belching diesel smoke as it headed north on Glenside Drive toward the northern part of the county. The air was sticky, and thick clouds hung over the area like a gray blanket. The atmosphere seemed ripe for a thunderstorm at some point in the morning.

      Ben rode shotgun while Danny drove; the newbies rode on the back of the truck. Danny was a heavyset, twitchy man, sporting the look of a guy who considered the easy access to porn as the great achievement of the Internet. Under his suit, he wore jeans and a cutoff t-shirt that accentuated his thick but undefined arms. Ben’s dislike of Danny was growing by the hour and was directly proportional to the amount the man talked.

      “So we were camping in this trailer park,” Danny was saying. “Up the road a piece, actually. And the Reds are swarming around like flies on shit.”

      Ben hadn’t minded the Red moniker prior to meeting Danny Brooks, but hearing it cross the man’s lips made it seems ugly and harsh, every bit the slur it had become during the past few months. Ben sat silently as Danny continued his favorite pastime – telling war stories, recounting his brave struggle against the Reds. To hear him tell it, it was as if Brooks himself had neutralized the threat, as though the Orchid virus hadn’t simply burned itself out, the human immune system stepping up to the plate, later than everyone might have liked, perhaps, but just in time nevertheless.

      Ben preferred to look out the window while Danny rambled on. They turned west onto Staples Mill Road, which meandered through a mixed residential/commercial district. This section of the county had flourished after World War II, when people had first left the city for the infant suburbs. Middle-class all the way, dominated by small ranches and Cape Cods on square lots, home to contractors and factory workers and police officers and social workers. The kind of neighborhood where someone was always in violation of one county ordinance or another, storing junk in the backyard, keeping an old Ford with no wheels and a decade-old inspection sticker in the front yard, the weeds growing up into the chassis.

      On every block, people went about the business of rebuilding because when you got right down to it, all disasters were the same, they just came dressed in different threads.

      They passed a billboard, long since commandeered by the Department, now sporting giant red letters against a black background:

      
        
        Know the Signs of an Active Orchid Infection!

      

      

      It amused Ben because it was probably fair to say that nearly everyone on Earth was pretty well versed in The Signs of an Active Orchid Infection, thank you very much. But it was a reminder of everyone’s ultimate fear. That the virus would resurface and finish off the job it had nearly completed. That was why the signs were still there.

      “I was hunkered down in this one trailer, right near the front gate.”

      Truly, the guy just did not shut up.

      “Had this piece of ass with me. So I start picking them off one after the other, easiest turkey shoot ever. Then this dumb bitch I was with, she freaks out and runs out the door, right into their zombie arms. Stupidest damn thing I ever seen. Another few minutes, and we would have been safe. Stupid bitch.”

      Ben sighed and let it out slowly. This was at least the fourth time that Brooks had told this particular story, and he was tired of it. He was tired of Danny. Every morning, he arrived at work hoping that Danny had had enough, but it wasn’t meant to be. Danny had struck Ben as an apocalypse junkie, someone who was happier with the state of the world after the Panic.

      “Whaddya think of the new chick?” Danny asked, stealing a peek out of his sideview mirror, where he could see Ellie hanging from the back of the truck, her face impassive.

      “They both seem nice,” Ben said, in no hurry to wander down Danny’s Hall of Planned Sexual Conquests.

      “I’d hit it,” he offered. Then, slowly, more deliberately, his eyes still glued to the sideview mirror: “I would tear that shit up.”

      “We’re here,” Ben said, pointing toward the approaching intersection and desperate to change the subject. Danny slowed the big truck down and turned off Staples Mill Road, one of the main arteries in the county.

      Thank God, Ben thought.
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      Their assignment for the week was a subdivision called Fox Ridge, an upper-middle-class neighborhood of about six hundred houses in the northwestern part of the county, home to nearly 2,500 souls when the Panic had hit. A handful of residents had moved back since, but the rest were either dead or gone. The livable houses were occupied by Volunteers or heavily armed squatters, the pain-in-the-ass survivalists who’d made it through the Panic unscathed, or groups of refugees from the big cities, many of which had been devastated during the war.

      Fox Ridge hadn’t been the swankiest subdivision in the county, but it was still nice, once occupied by successful lawyers and bankers and where some of the moms worked. These folks had driven Acuras and Infinitis here rather than the Range Rovers and Mercedes in the chicer subdivisions off to the west.

      The Department had classified Fox Ridge as a Category B site, which meant it anticipated at least one thousand bodies that required processing. A Category A was a big one, at least five thousand bodies to clear. Clearing out the As and Bs was the Department’s main priority. They would be here for at least a week.

      Working in two-man units, the HARD teams moved from house to house, free to enter any private residence thanks to the sweeping authority granted by the National Recovery Act. The crew conducted a room-to-room search for bodies, wearing the biohazard protection suits and respirators. The sweeps loaded the remains into body bags and carried them out to the curb.

      More than a dozen federal lawsuits were pending across the country, claiming that these HARD searches violated the Fourth Amendment right against warrantless searches. And the plaintiffs were probably right, but not a single court had sided with them; the appeals courts, which had been notoriously slow before Armageddon, hadn’t spun the wheels of justice any faster afterwards. There hadn’t been much of a public outcry, largely because the American people supported anything that would push the Panic into the history books. The motto after the September 11 terrorist attacks might have been Never Forget, but that was decidedly not the case for the Panic. There were no lessons learned, there was no sense of unity, and everyone wanted to forget it as quickly as possible

      Ben and Randall cleared six houses in the first hour, hauling sixteen bodies out to the curb. The seventh and final house in the cul de sac was a heavily damaged colonial with a brick façade and a wide driveway that curled around to the back. The lawn was overgrown, rippling in the thick breeze as if it were alive, the neighborhood quiet but for the susurrations of the tall grass.

      A badly-decomposed body greeted them at the front door, lying over the threshold, the lower half draped across the front stoop like a picnic blanket. The flesh was long gone, but there was still something more than just skeletal remains, necrotized fibrous tissue still clinging to bone, a ghostly reminder that this had been someone, that this wasn’t the bright white plastic skeleton from the high school biology lab. He scooped the remains into one of the body bags and wondered a bit about who this person might have been.

      After tying the bag off, he hoisted it onto his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and took it out to the curb.

      That was when he heard the scream.
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      Ben had been at work when he first heard about the thing that would eventually metastasize into the Panic. It was strange, the way it came back to him with such clarity, right down to the project he’d been working on, the tie he’d been wearing (a yellow silk thing peppered with Brazilian poison dart frogs), to the way one of the fluorescent bulbs in his ceiling was flickering, even how he’d kept meaning to call maintenance and kept right on forgetting.

      As had so often been the case back then, he was tucked away in his office at the Raleigh branch of mega-firm Willett & Hall, where he’d spent the previous decade after two years as a prosecutor. It was a Tuesday, mid-March, spring just starting to send out feelers into what had been an unusually harsh winter. At his desk on the sixteenth floor of the Gale Building, he was snacking on a protein bar (cookies and cream, he still remembered the flavor), reviewing a financing document for a client that manufactured computer chips that was in the middle of buying another company that made circuit boards.

      He didn’t mind the work; it appealed to his analytical mind, the ensuring of the t-crossing and the i-dotting so that the deals withstood the reviews of the various alphabet soup agencies like the Securities and Exchange Commission, the Federal Communications Commission, and the other federal regulatory bodies who thrived on making things needlessly complicated. Who knew why they black-flagged one deal but not another? Probably because someone was on the take. Someone was always on the take. His work probably bored people at cocktail parties who made the mistake of asking him what he did for a living, and on the surface, it probably was boring, but he saw these deals as giant puzzles with many interlocking pieces that had to be set down in the right order.

      Plus, they paid him a great deal of money to do it. He’d been elevated to partner two years earlier and had earned an equity share in the firm, which, along with the bonus, pushed his annual salary to within striking distance of half a million dollars, a veritable fortune in a reasonably priced market like Raleigh.

      On that particular Tuesday, however, his mind wasn’t there, trapped instead in a netherworld between the end of winter and the approaching summer, zeroed in on his upcoming Vegas trip with his college buddies or drifting just over the horizon, once school let out, a week at the Outer Banks with Sarah, Gavin, and her father, a widower. More pedestrian and immediate obligations were bearing down on him as well. He needed to order mulch. Gavin had a soccer tournament that weekend.

      He set a thick financing prospectus down on his desk, and ran mindlessly through a series of web pages bookmarked on his laptop. The college basketball tournament was just around the corner (and had he known that the tournament would be cancelled after the second week due to an unusual viral outbreak sweeping the nation, he might have pocketed the fifty-dollar entry fee for the office pool, cash that might later have proven useful – decisions, decisions!).

      In his old life, he’d often failed to recognize those moments that had ended up having great import. A decision to go to this college or to take that job offer. To break up with this girl. To take that flight to Paris. Little decisions, little pebbles dropped into the center of the lake of his life that sent ripples to the far edges of his existence. But in this new post-Panic world, he’d become hyper-aware of all the decisions he had to make, conscious that his life depended on these choices. People literally lived or died by the choices they made these days. He often wondered if he’d be in this mess if he’d made better decisions in the opening days of the Panic, primal, survival-of-the-fittest decisions, back when it might still have made a difference.

      He was slightly alarmed when he saw a series of somewhat disturbing Tweets rolling through his feed hashtagged #RedFlu. There were reports of a few deaths, of violent behavior in a few cases, supposedly attributable to the delirium and high fever. The Centers for Disease Control had gotten involved but were reporting that the outbreak was localized and not indicative of a wider epidemic.

      Decisions, decisions.

      The trail of flu-related tweets went cold. Ben promptly forgot about them and went on to read about spring training opening, about Iran rattling its nuclear saber again, about cheap flights to Jamaica if you dropped everything and left that afternoon. He bored quickly, turned his attention back to the big merger and buried himself in his work.

      The next day, he flew to Chicago for a meeting with the client’s in-house counsel, a lawyer with whom Ben had been decidedly unimpressed, a forty-hour-a-week guy who kept looking at his watch when their meeting had drifted past the no-no hour of five o’clock. Ben worked and worked, ignoring the news, ignoring Twitter and Facebook and the news sites and only heard chatter about a worsening flu outbreak, the kind of chatter that blended into the background of polite chit-chat, just something to talk about while waiting for a meeting to start or for the elevator to finish its interminable trip from the first floor.

      By the time he boarded a flight home at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport that Friday night, sipping a gin and tonic, reading a novel, he was blissfully unaware that they were all reaching a tipping point, that things were about to get out of hand, that the entire human race was on a roller coaster approaching the highest point on the track.
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      Ben froze as the scream dialed up in intensity, every muscle pulling tight, like fishing line that had snared something big. He hadn’t heard anything like it since the darkest days of the Panic, when every moment of every day had become a bad horror movie that wouldn’t end and blood-curdling screams were a dime a dozen. The market had become flooded with them, down to the point that they had no meaning, no real value. Just indicative of another day in hell.

      It was piercing, close by, maybe just down the street. It hadn’t had a chance to soften in the open air, no chance of editing it for content. Just pure unadulterated terror.

      “What the hell was that?” Randall asked, his head swiveling around loosely like a bobblehead doll’s. Fear lined the man’s face, as if he half-expected to see a herd of Redeyes stumbling down the boulevard, back for an encore presentation. Not that Ben could blame him. The fear was huge inside all of them, with the deep roots of an old oak, stretching its branches everywhere.

      Then: AWAAAAAAAAAAGHHHHHHH!

      “Shit,” Ben said.

      He heaved the bag into the back of the truck and set out down the street in a full sprint. The second howl had helped triangulate its place of origin. He ran as fast as his legs would carry him, sucking in huge gobs of warm, humid air that seemed just as likely to drown him as sustain him. At the next intersection, he turned left into a large cul de sac of a half-dozen colonials, their lawns sporting shaggy beards of grass, as
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