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        “Hell is empty and all the devils are here.”

      

      

      

      
        
        William Shakespeare
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            THE BEGINNING OF THE END

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        15th February 2020 (Present day)

        Nightridge

      

      

      

      Darkness loomed as the purple clouds hovered on the horizon. A thick layer of fog descended on the small town of Nightridge, blanketing the dark trees in utter silence.

      Here, far away from the heart of town, four shadows lurked in the woods. At a distance, a subtle whirring began. As it drew closer, a bright light cut through the darkness, and the whirring became louder. The fog quickly dissipated as a helicopter descended, throwing dust in every direction.

      The lights almost blinded Dr. William Sterling. He turned to notice the bright light near the town center.

      It had started.

      William Sterling glanced at Sheriff Norris Cunningham, who was armed and ready. To Sheriff’s left was Deputy Kyle Torres. Fredrick Walsh stood away from the trio. William got the feeling that Fredrick was not only afraid of the villagers but also of the men with him. He kept glancing nervously in the forest's direction.

      Yes, they might attack at any time, he thought

      William couldn’t believe it. A few weeks ago, everything was normal, whatever ‘normal’ meant during the Pandemic. Norris was a cop he had known for several years. He was steady, strong, and someone he trusted. Kyle was a young deputy who was loyal to the sheriff and community. Fredrick was a county coroner with whom William had spent a lot of time during the last two weeks. He was young, anxious, and unpredictable. They were able men, but could they do this? He didn’t know.

      They waited as the container settled on the back of the truck with a loud thud. The ropes were released and fell on the top of the container. The helicopter’s passenger door opened, and a figure jumped on the container. It waved towards the pilot. Soon the helicopter gained altitude and flew away. The figure looked around and jumped to the ground.

      William was thrilled to see the detective. “Tom!”

      They hugged each other, and William felt a great sense of relief.

      “You, okay?” Detective Tom Nash of the NYPD asked as they parted.

      “Yes. Yes!” William replied.

      “Who else is coming?” Norris inquired.

      Tom shook his head in dismay and replied, “No one!”

      William’s heart sank.

      “What?! This is an emergency… people are dying!” Norris yelled.

      “I know, Sheriff, they didn’t believe me! I tried. They don’t believe me. They think the pandemic is the bigger problem right now!” replied Tom.

      Everyone glanced at each other. The pandemic was a priority—there was no doubt about that in William’s mind, but they could have sent some help. “We can’t do this alone!” he said.

      A loud blast echoed. An enormous ball of fire hurtled toward the sky.

      “Oh my god,” Norris muttered.

      The five men glanced at each other in horror.

      “Well, I hope this works,” Tom muttered.

      “We have to make it work,” said Norris. He turned to the group. “You know what to do. Remember, you hesitate, you die.”
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            LIFE IS FRAGILE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        3rd February 2020

        Nightridge

      

      

      

      Sheriff Norris Cunningham sat on the porch of his twenty-year-old house. The one-story dwelling sat amid a green yard lined by a white picket fence. It was a blissful morning, and he tried his best to savor it. His coffee was turning cold, and he felt his fingers freezing, but he didn’t leave the porch. The sky was striking blue, the wind gentle and the winter sun perched above his neighbor’s roof. He tried to soak the warmth of the winter sun. In this crazy world, a little peace was always welcome. It was hard, and his mind kept racing, wondering and worrying about the future. The past few months had been tough for him—just like every other human being on the planet.

      Nightridge, the village he was born in, was silent. Even the birds weren’t singing. One would say villages are often quiet, but he didn’t like this unsettling stillness. He sensed as if something was going to happen. Something perhaps worse than the pandemic.

      He rubbed his face, feeling the scrub of his beard and brushing his thick mustache. Nearing his fifties, Norris resembled a cowboy who had just stepped out of an old western movie. He was tall, with a stern face and broad shoulders.

      Since he was a boy, he knew he wanted to be in law enforcement. After serving his country in the war, he had a long successful career as an officer. Being in this field wasn’t easy, but it came naturally to him. However, the past few months felt like a test. Life was pushing him to the limits.

      A thought crept into his mind. Why not just end it all? There is nothing to live for.

      He refused to give in because it was not only him who was suffering. Everyone was in the same situation. People were wary, scared of this unseen virus that mutated and suffocated its victim to death. There was no cure, not yet. The country was divided. While the rich could survive the lockdown, others struggled to pay off their debts and mortgages because of loss of jobs.

      As the sheriff of Nightridge, he had to enforce the lockdown procedures. Making masks and sanitizers compulsory, shutting down public places and asking people to stay indoors was hard. But compared to the city, Nightridge was in a better position. Social distancing was easy. The overall result was good, and the number of cases had dropped, but over time the villagers were becoming distressed.

      Every day he received complaints from wives suspecting husbands of trying to kill them and husbands reporting that their food was being poisoned. Younger people were harder to control and often snuck out of the houses to wander into the wilderness. This week alone, his deputies had arrested three teenagers.

      Norris sipped his coffee and tried to loosen up. He was getting tired, annoyed, and no longer thought it was worth it. He was a sheriff, not a babysitter. The rules were simple—protect yourself, stay indoors. Why couldn’t people follow simple rules?

      He wanted to quit his job, but then what would he do? He might help his daughter and spend time with his granddaughter. A wave of grief overpowered him. He saw cremation jars. Trying to fight this feeling of anguish, he took another sip of the cold coffee.

      Don’t think about it… you tried your best. You couldn’t be there. You didn’t have a choice. No choice!

      He wiped away his tears.
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            DOOMSDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        15th February 2020

        (Present day)

      

      

      

      William understood the plan. It was his idea, and it was all they had. He wished someone would come up with a better one. A sensible one. It was not to be.

      “Here,” Tom said, handing over a black laptop briefcase.

      Without a word, William took it and hung it over his shoulder. They had to guard it with their lives. It was the key to save them. Save everyone.

      “Take the container back to the village,” said Norris.

      “I am not going back there!” cried out Fredrick.

      William pitied him. Fredrick was young, fresh out of the university, and a trainee coroner. He wasn’t ready for this. William wanted to say more and give him some comfort, but he failed.

      “We have no choice,” said Norris.

      Fredrick cringed.

      “We’ll go to the bridge, and you head towards the village,” said Norris.

      “Okay. Remember, whatever happens, we can’t let them leave,” William said.

      “I’ll make sure of that,” answered Norris.

      “I think we should leave,” yelled Fredrick. “Call the pilot… I want to leave! Now! I can’t stay… I can’t do this!”

      Norris grabbed him. “We need you. The villagers need you.”

      “No, they don’t! It’s not worth it!”

      “Fredrick…” said Norris.

      “We are going to die. We are all going to die! They are going to kill us!”

      The men fell silent. All of them knew the consequences.

      “Go!” ordered Norris.

      “I’ll stay with you,” William said to Fredrick. “We’ll be fine. You have to trust me.”

      Tom climbed into the truck and got behind the wheel. William and Fredrick joined him. With a heavy heart, William watched the sheriff’s truck drive down the misty highway. He faced Tom and asked, “How did you get permission to leave?”

      Tom gazed at him. “How long have you known me? I don’t ask for permission.”

      

      The truck began moving down the road. With fear in his eyes, William gawked at the unlit road ahead. His heart was pounding in his chest. He turned to see the black container from the truck’s back window. He shut his eyes.

      Why didn’t I figure this out sooner? It’s all on me. It’s my fault. I could have stopped this. He thought.
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            THE CITY OF FEARS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        3rd February 2020

        New York City

      

      

      The smog was so thick that the skyline wasn’t visible. William sipped his coffee, not even enjoying the taste. Coffee at 7 am. It was a habit, just like brushing his teeth. The city that never sleeps was under lockdown due to the drastic turn of events that no one saw coming. It was like living in a nightmare. He felt like a character in an apocalypse movie. Unfortunately, this movie never seemed to end.

      The pandemic had shown him the true face of brutality, and he thought he was losing his mind and everything else. He was a medical examiner who worked at the city morgue. Death was something he dealt with every day, but this was more terrifying than anything he had ever experienced.

      When the pandemic struck, William and several of his colleagues volunteered to help at the hospital. But as the death toll rose, he thought he would have been better off at the morgue. It was preferable because people were already dead. At the hospital, he struggled to save lives he knew he couldn’t. He had to watch mothers losing children and husbands losing wives. Most of all, people died alone, without saying goodbye to their loved ones. They were dying in the dark, behind curtains surrounded by faceless men and women who were as helpless as the patients themselves.

      He shrugged his shoulders. Doctors always have to face the fear of losing a patient, but his generation had never experienced a pandemic. And if he thought the morgue was going to be any different, he was wrong. He had been there yesterday, and it was worse. He was paralyzed. Powerless. Scared. William wanted things to go back to normal. If there was such a thing. But the truth was, there was no running away from reality.

      The bathroom door opened, and Joan stepped out in a shirt. He admired her long, beautiful legs as she came to stand beside him. He put his arm around her, and they embraced each other.

      Joan was an athletic woman, around his height, with brown, almond-shaped eyes. A homicide detective with the NYPD, Joan was fighting her own demons, just like him. He feared for her safety. In this crazy world, he didn’t want her out in the streets and was grateful for the lockdown. She sometimes went out on patrols, but it was with her partner, Detective Tom Nash. Her partners presence with her gave William a lot of comfort.

      The lockdown had other effects. They had been dating for couple of years, and neither of them ever thought about moving in together. The pandemic changed that. Joan had planned to stay for a few days, but it had turned into weeks. Cohabitating had its pros and cons. He could see skeletons in her closet and she could see his. And there were too many of them.

      He turned to the window and tried to see through the fog. It appeared as if he was in a parallel universe. His world had turned upside down, and in this cruel universe, he was separated from his friends and family.

      “I miss you guys,” he whispered.
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            RAGING FIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        15th February 2020 (Present day)

        Highway

      

      

      

      Norris’s palms were sweating. He was breathless, and a part of him wished to stop the car, weep and have a meltdown. He had the choice to walk into the woods and let the world destroy itself. Leave and never look back. However, it wasn’t that simple. This was his world. His village. His home. He had too much to lose. Most of his family was gone; and he was trying to salvage what remained of his life.

      Norris shook his head. Weakness was not something he liked to show, especially to a junior officer. Kyle was a great guy, almost the same age as his own son. He was dedicated to his work, family and the village. For Norris, he was near perfect. A happy-go-lucky young man, an efficient worker who never fretted about any task assigned to him.

      Norris tried to focus on driving. Thick forest dominated the road on both sides and he peered into the woods, but saw nothing. A clicking noise almost made him jump. It was Kyle loading his shotgun. His hands shook as he put bullets in the barrel.

      “No one is coming to help us,” he muttered, picking up his handgun and checking the clip.

      “It will be okay. We will hold the fort. Tom was unsuccessful, but I know Cranston will come through. He always does.”

      Norris thought he was lying. What could Cranston do? He wasn’t even in the country, but Norris wanted to believe in something. He wanted to hope. It was the only thing he had.

      He turned off the headlights and slowed down as they reached near the sheriff’s office.

      “Remember, we remain out of sight. Do not make a noise. Do you understand?”

      Kyle nodded.

      The truck came to a standstill; the lights turned off, and it became dead silent. Thick mist surrounded them and the streetlights appeared like dim bulbs hanging in the sky. The fog whisked along with the wind, and the temperature dropped. Norris tried to look past the mist, but saw nothing. It was too dense. He knew they were out there. Waiting. Hungrier than ever. Raging and full of anger.

      
        
        Highway

      

      

      The truck cut through the thick fog on the wet road. It was slower and louder than the sheriff’s vehicle, and the heater wasn’t keeping them warm.

      William checked his handgun for bullets. “Tom, how many bullets do you have?” he asked.

      “Three rounds.”

      “You should have brought more guns.”

      “Are you nuts? What if they kill us and take them? Just think, how many more innocent people would die?”

      William frowned, but he understood. Fredrick shivered in the middle, and William wished he could say something to calm him down. But every man had to face their demons tonight, including himself. He wished they would leave this place alive. Glancing back at the container, he checked his mobile for messages. There were none. That was not a good sign.
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            LOCK DOWN MURDER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        3rd February 2020

        Meadow Cottage

      

      

      

      Norris looked at the omelet. It was alright, his wife was an excellent cook and he did his best. It was fine as long as it was edible.

      Oh, dear Martha, he thought

      Martha was long gone, but her memories were fresh in his mind. He thought of Lucy, his only daughter and his granddaughter, who lived in Maryland. Before the pandemic, he traveled once a month to see her, but now that was impossible.

      Playing with his granddaughter, holding her in his arms, was something he missed. The ache in his heart returned, and he saw the cremation jars again. He wiped his tears as the memories haunted him. Pushing those thoughts away, he got ready to eat breakfast. The phone rang.

      “Oh, what is it this time?” he muttered.

      The last call was from a schoolteacher. He thought the school’s principal was evil and had sold his soul to the devil. It was a bizarre conversation, but it wasn’t the first absurd allegation he had heard since the lockdown.

      “Yes,” he said as he answered the phone.

      “Chief,” said Deputy Hector Mathews nervously.

      “Yes, Hector, what is it?”

      “Chief, I think you should come down to Nicholas’s place.”

      “Why?”

      Before he spoke, Hector took a sharp breath in. “There has been a murder.”

      Norris stared in disbelief at the wall. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” he replied and hung up.

      His heart was beating fast as he grabbed his hat and winter coat and rushed out of the door. His truck was parked right beside the gates. He pushed the gates open, got behind the wheel, and drove off.

      The streets were empty, covered by the thick shades of trees on both sides. The road was smooth as Norris drove past several houses. He saw a few villagers outside working in their yards.

      Norris drove by Billy’s house, surrounded by a sizeable garden. Six motorcycles stood in the front of the open garage. Billy and three of his men were fixing motorcycles, while two others were sitting on boxes, smoking. Rowdy, outlaws, and men without honor, merit or jobs. Norris wasn’t happy they were in the village. But like everyone, they couldn’t travel. Otherwise, like every year, Billy and his friends would hang around for a couple of weeks and then ride away. The lockdown had changed many things.

      Norris stopped his truck in front of a double-story house. The air was cold and misty. He stepped out of the truck and walked toward the door. A green lawn surrounded the house, lined with beautiful lilies. A water fountain stood in the garden's heart.

      Deputy Hector Mathews stood alongside the porch as paramedics attended to the man on the stretcher. Norris’s heart jumped a beat; it was Nicholas Murphy. He removed his hat, dropped to his knees, and looked at his old friend. They went to school and college together. Then Norris decided to serve his country, and Nicholas took control of his father’s timber factory.

      The paramedic was attending to the older chap. Lacerations on his hands appeared like defense wounds. His breathing was shallow, and as he turned to Norris, his eyes were full of confusion and terror.

      “Daisy… Daisy…” Nicholas whispered.

      Norris stood up and placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      “We need to take him to the hospital,” said the paramedic.

      Norris nodded and turned to Hector. “What happened?”

      Hector said nothing and gestured him to go inside the house.

      Norris cautiously stepped into the house. Everything had been tossed and torn apart. Blood splatter smudged the walls. In the middle lay a fragile body. As he neared it, he gasped. It was Daisy, Nicholas’s fifteen-year-old daughter. His heart filled with anguish. The skin around her eyes was burned, and the rest of the skin was peeling away as if melting.

      “What the hell?” he uttered.

      “I know.”

      “What did Nicholas say?”

      “Chief, he is in shock. The man can hardly breathe.”

      “You mean she did that to him?”

      “It appears that she attacked him, and then she collapsed and stopped breathing.”

      “What?” He glanced back at the corpse. “What about Mary Murphy?”

      The deputy grimly turned toward the kitchen.

      Feeling a lump in his throat, Norris walked into the kitchen. He shut his eyes upon seeing Mary Murphy.

      “No. No,” he muttered.

      There was blood on her blouse, and he gently pulled the tip of the blouse and noted the bullet hole in her chest. He hung his head. He had known Mary all his life. Her slender face was white as a ghost, and her eyes remained open, filled with terror. A gun laid near the dining table chair.

      “What happened here?” Norris muttered.

      “Well, it looks like the daughter shot the mother and then attacked the father,” replied Hector.

      Norris was stumped. Why would Mary’s daughter do this to her? She was the loveliest woman in town—a teacher, a giver who survived cancer only to be shot by her own blood.

      Coroner Fredrick Walsh arrived with the coroner’s bag in his hand. A talented young man who had temporarily inherited the job from an experienced coroner who had died of old age.

      Norris saw the hesitation in Fredrick’s eyes.

      The timid man in his thirties adjusted his heavy glasses. His curly hair was short, and he stood hunched forward, keenly observing the body.

      Norris didn’t know if he was hesitant about approaching the corpse or if he was simply thinking.

      Fredrick had dealt with several victims of the COVID-19 virus in the past few months, but a murder was something new. Without warning, Fredrick reached for his bag and took out a camera with a big lens. He eyed Norris, who got the hint, and signaled his men to leave.

      Outside, Norris found a chair on the porch and sat down, feeling dejected. Hector appeared upset, made an excuse, and left. It was okay. Norris didn’t need him right now. The two paramedics assigned to help transfer the body waited for the coroner to finish.

      The door opened and Fredrick stepped out. The paramedics entered the house to take the bodies to the morgue. Norris peeped inside to see several yellow tags. The paramedics carried the two bodies to the black van. Fredrick and Norris exchanged confused glances. Norris thought he was about to say something, but he suddenly bowed and walked toward the van.

      Interesting guy, thought Norris.

      As soon as the black van left, a gray Mercedes stopped in front of the gate. Mayor Henry Rogers stepped out. Henry was older than Norris. He walked with a bit of a limp and tried to hide his overweight body by wrapping his coat around himself. The mayor lived in a sizable house in the village with his wife Charlotte.

      Norris was surprised. He hadn’t seen the mayor for ages. Not since the pandemic was declared. Henry communicated and threw orders from the safety of his house, which some might think was a good idea. His overall support towards the villagers was next to none.

      Norris believed Henry was a coward. Then he reconsidered this thought. It was not the time to judge people. Henry had suffered, just like everyone else.

      “Sheriff,” Henry said coldly.

      “Mr. Mayor,” he replied with equal distaste.

      “It’s sad business.”

      Norris could say nothing but nod. Henry had been aloof and bitter with everyone, including himself. It had started with his son Jeffery passing away. Another victim of the pandemic.

      “What do you think happened?” Henry asked.

      “Before dying, Daisy shot her mother, and attacked her father. We do not know why.”

      Henry nodded. “Yes. Sometimes, bad things happen.”

      “How are you?” Norris asked.

      “I am fine. I am fine.”

      Norris tried to smile.

      “Let me know what you find. And, Sheriff, try to keep the press away from this one.”

      “I don’t think the press would be a problem. They don’t care about little town murders.”

      Henry looked unsure. “Just try to get this wrapped up soon, okay?”

      “I’ll do what is necessary,” he answered.

      Henry nodded, turned towards his car.

      Suddenly Norris remembered he hadn’t seen Henry’s wife for a while. “Say hello to Charlotte!”

      Henry waved without looking back.
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            DO NOT OPEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        15th February 2020 (Present day)

        Nightridge

      

      

      The houses burned, and fires erupted, throwing flames in every direction. Norris waited for his chance. It was dark except for the yellow glow cast by the fire raging at a distance. He stood up and began moving. Kyle was right behind him as they approached the small structure. He never thought he would have to sneak into his own office. He reached the half-broken door and looked around. They were all alone. He quickly stepped in.

      Inside it was dark, and he dared not to switch on the light. Sound and light appeared to draw their attention. They had stayed low and out of sight. It was vital if he wanted their plan to succeed. Sweat dripped from his forehead as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. They had trashed the office. Desks were flipped over, and chairs were broken. Paper and files were scattered all over the floor. Ugly graffiti covered the walls.

      In the dim light, he read the words. “Fuck the law!”

      The words on the other wall were more disturbing.

      “Kill everyone. Burn the world.”

      His heart pounded in his chest, and he pushed his thoughts aside as he rushed toward the end of the hall and approached one of the locked doors. No one had broken into it. He unlocked it and closed the door behind them. Switching on the light in the windowless room, he glared at the boxes.

      “Where is it?”

      “It should be here,” replied Kyle
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