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CHAPTER ONE - ICE CREAM SOCIAL
Kim waved at me before she closed the door to the dock house and bolted it. I waited for a second and debated my decision to leave. Laura's injuries were severe, and the girls would be helpless without someone to protect them. I was leaving them behind to face off against whatever monster took interest.
I slid my baseball bat between my back and backpack and then saddled the SSR Dirt Bike I'd taken from the salvage yard earlier. It belonged to the owner of the yard, Terrence, but we found his body hours before while searching through the junkyard.
The bike's orange and red fender was dulled from use and the tires had lost the majority of their tread, but it still ran like new. Terrence wasn't great at keeping things lustrous, but he was a damn good mechanic. I started the bike and got ready to leave.
The barbed wire I'd strung around the end of the bat scratched at my neck and I quickly pulled it back out. I'd washed it off after the last time I killed a zombie with it and I hadn't used it since strapping the wire on, but the thought of those barbs scratching into my neck and exposing me to bacteria was unnerving. I took a rag out of the backpack of supplies I'd brought and wrapped it over the end of the bat.
I secured everything once again and made sure the bat was comfortable against my back. Then I looked one last time at the dock house. The guilt of leaving them resurfaced, but I assured myself they would be fine. It wouldn't take me long to get to my mom's apartment, and if she wasn't there I'd come right back. The girls wouldn't be alone long.
They'd be fine.
I took off and headed up Martin Luther King Boulevard to the city. It's a decision I've never forgiven myself for.
The city was dead and sat silent on the landscape like a carcass left to rot away, alone and pitiful. The Baylor Projects were ominously empty. The wind was the only sound that escaped them as it whipped through the parking lot and thin alleys that separated the tall apartments. The doors were boarded up and large red 'X's had been painted over them. I stared at the odd symbols as I passed, curious of their meaning. The roar of my bike's engine lit up the vacant city with a breath of life it direly needed.
Where was everyone? How did the city become so vacant so quickly? Nearly a million people lived here just two days ago, but the only sign left of them was the floating bags of fast food that rolled down the street like urban tumbleweeds.
That's when the sound of the helicopter grew loud enough to hear over the engine beneath me. It hovered high above the buildings that flanked the uphill road and I heard the bass of a man's voice try to call to me. I stopped the bike and turned it off to hear what he was trying to say. I waved away a few flies that took interest in me as I paused and listened.
"…violation of mandatory evacuation," he yelled from the megaphone as he leaned out of the helicopter. Even though he was high above, the circling blades stirred the air and sent a wave of foul scents my way. The smell was fetid but sweet.
I put my hand over my eyes to shield the sun and squinted at the military copter. The government hadn't done a lot to earn my trust as of late and the threat of a mandatory evacuation was laughable. I flipped them the bird and started the bike again.
The helicopter followed me as I drove up the boulevard and turned onto 23rd Avenue. It was there that I first saw the carnage that infested the city. A fence had been erected and concrete barriers supported it on either side. It stretched from one end of the avenue to the other and trapped a horde of zombies within. The sickly sweet stench I'd smelled a moment ago now hit me with a near physical force. It was the smell of death.
The zombies that had washed up on the shore of my Dad's salvage yard didn't smell like this. Those waterlogged creatures stank of seaweed, but the salt water masked their odor. The ones trapped on 23rd Avenue had been rotting in the hot southern sun for too long. The smell was sickening.
My bike skid to a stop beside the fence and I collided with one of the concrete blocks. The force hurt my right leg, but it was a minor inconvenience compared to what happened next.
A gunshot boomed above and I felt the force of a bullet pass through me. The jolt hurt my shoulders and my bike bounced as the bullet passed through the seat.
The zombies screamed and shook the fence in hungry desperation. A small, young girl reached her hand through the chain fence and grabbed onto the handle of the bike. She pulled Terence's prized SSR to the fence and I jumped off to avoid the prying hands of the creatures beside her.
I thought I'd been shot, but I didn't feel any pain. I didn't have time to wonder. The fucker in the helicopter was trying to kill me and I had to find shelter. There was an ice cream shop on the corner that I'd been to with my mother in years past. It was one of our favorite stops during shopping trips in this part of town and now it was my only hope for survival. The entryway to the building was on my side of the fence and had a short series of steps that led up to the front door inside of a stone alcove. I dashed to hide there and another bullet exploded in the pavement where I'd been standing.
"Mother fucker!" I shouted as I ran.
I slammed into the door to the shop and pressed myself against it as tight as I could to avoid the eyesight of the man that was trying to kill me. I could still see a swathe of sky though, and it wouldn't take long for the helicopter to find a good vantage point.
The shop's inner door was glass, but there was a second, accordion gate that was locked. A plywood sign was tied to the gate and had a white 'X' painted over a similar black marking. It was decorated with odd symbols scrawled at the corners that I didn't understand. I tugged at the gate with no luck and then looked at the window to my left that featured a display of an unusually articulate mannequin sitting in a lawn chair, eating a plush ice cream cone.
I pulled out my bat. There was a gash on the head that had torn away some of the cloth and left a fresh wound in my pine weapon. The helicopter assassin's bullet had hit the bat and deflected into my backpack. I didn't have time to ponder my luck; I wasn't safe yet. I used the bat to break the window.
Glass rained down in large chunks as the window continued to break apart for several seemingly endless seconds. The mannequin on the other side slouched as shards of glass bounced off him and down to the concrete steps below where they shattered further. It was a messy, dangerous entrance, but I could hear the helicopter moving into position above. The air in the intersection began to spin, pulling debris into a miniature tornado as the helicopter came closer.
The zombies on the other side of the fence had become enraged. Terrence's bike still rumbled and the creatures were angered by the sound of its motor. They pulled it to the fence as if it were a living creature they wanted to consume. The fence rattled as the monsters pulled at the bike and their grasping hands occasionally revved the throttle. The wheel screamed against the fence as it spun and jolted the bike up until it lost traction and fell back down again. This happened several times and alerted more of the trapped zombies. They rushed the fence in droves and I could see the faces of trampled, gasping creatures pile up beneath the newcomers. A mound of flesh began to form against their side of the fence and every new wave of creatures came closer to the top.
I broke off the remaining shards of glass that stuck out from the edge of the window to give myself a safe handhold. Then I threw the bat inside before I climbed in and pushed the mannequin out of the way. It was surprising heavy, as if made of wood, and the goofy smile painted on its face mocked me as I struggled to move it out of the way. It finally fell to the floor inside of the shop and I jumped in after.
The store stank of rotten milk. I'm not sure why I didn't think it would. Part of me was expecting to jump in and find a banquet of delicious flavors waiting for me to plunder. Instead, I was met with a gut-turning stench and the sight of buckets of melted ice cream inside the row of glass counters. The smell was rotten but sweet, only a minor departure from the stench of rotted flesh that pervaded 23rd Avenue.
The horde outside had reached the top of the fence and tumbled over like water sliding across the edge of a dam. More and more of them rode the wave and the street began to fill with shambling, starving corpses. A few of them struggled with the spinning dirt bike, but others turned their attention to me. They surged into the alcove outside the shop and started to crawl through the display window. The broken glass that had concerned me was no worry to them. They let it shred the flesh of their arms as they climbed through.
I ran into the back section of the shop, past a swinging door, to where the freezer was located. It was a small area with a desk piled high with unopened mail, pictures of someone's family, and a computer. There was a door in the back that stood beside a larger aluminum sliding door that I presumed was a loading area. I figured it led to the alley, but I had no doubt the helicopter's sharp shooter anticipated my exit.
I swiped the papers, pictures, and computer off the desk and then slid it across the tiles to press against the swinging door to the front of the shop. It was a heavy desk, but if I could move it alone I was sure it wouldn't hold the zombies back for long.
Next, I went to the sliding loading door and unlatched the bottom. I stood to the side and carefully lifted it, making sure I was out of view of anyone trying to peer in. The noise and wind from the helicopter swept in through the opening and I knew my suspicion was correct. He was waiting there to take me out.
The zombies banged against the swinging door to the back room and the desk skid across the floor in bursts. I ran and slid on the floor so that my shoulder slammed into my side of the desk. It caused the door to smash into whatever was on the other side and I heard a zombie hit the floor.
My only chance for escape was the freezer.
It wasn't locked, which was my first lucky break in a while. The inside was dark and reeked worse than the store. There was liquid on the floor, but I didn't see what I was stepping in before I closed the door and enveloped myself in darkness.
I could hear the desk move outside and I grabbed onto the handle inside of the freezer to keep the door shut. I didn't think these creatures knew how to use handles, but I didn't want to take any chances. I anchored my left foot against the wall and pulled on the handle as hard as possible when the zombies broke through my meager desk barrier and stormed into the backroom of the ice cream shop.
They never tried to open the freezer door. The noise of the helicopter drew their attention and they ran to the partially opened loading dock. Next came the sound of a gunshot from outside. I'd been right. The sharp shooter was waiting for me to come out the back and when the first zombie appeared he took his shot. This angered them more. I could hear the creatures thunder past my freezer and into the alley. There weren't any more gunshots though. My hunter must have assumed I'd been eaten.
It took a while before I was convinced that the creatures were gone. I finally eased my grip on the handle and then banged against the door once to illicit a reaction on the other side. It was quiet, but I was still nervous to leave the freezer. I'd dropped my bat in the back office when I moved the desk and would be defenseless if a zombie was waiting on the other side of the door.
I opened it as quiet and slow as I could and peered out. The room was empty from what I could see, but I heard the sound of glass being crunched beneath the feet of something shuffling around in the front of the store. I could see my bat, near the overturned desk, about five feet away from the freezer.
The door's hinges grinded as I opened it and I had to move it faster to stop the sound. I didn't think the creature in the front of the store heard me and I crept out to pick up my bat.
The backroom was empty and the noise from the helicopter had faded away. I'd managed to stay alive, but my escape was still in question. The front of the store wasn't an option since the zombies managed to create a corpse ramp to climb over the fence. The alley was my only way out, but the creatures that had gone out the loading door didn't just disappear.
I could hear them growling outside as they walked around the alley in search of their lost meal. I'd have to deal with them and sneak through the city if I was going to reach Mom's apartment on 13th Avenue. It didn't seem far away, normally, but when you threw a few thousand zombies and roaming attack helicopters in the way it made for a shitty trip.
"Not going to get there just standing around, Billy-boy," I said to myself and unwrapped the barbed end of my bat. "Batter up."
 








CHAPTER TWO
- THE BAD GUY
 

There were a lot more zombies in the alley than I'd anticipated.
The creatures had raised the loading door when they left the shop and it was a three-foot drop to the alley below. I could see at least ten wandering around out there. Some of them were headed down the street, toward the docks, but it was a long way to the girls and I didn't worry about them going that far. They probably wouldn't make it much farther than the pharmacy before giving up and aimlessly moping around. That meant I would have to deal with them later. I didn't look forward to that.
I looked around for anything I could steal from the store that might be of use, but nothing caught my eye. My plan to run out of the shop and fight a horde of zombies got worse the longer I thought about it, but I couldn't just stay here and wait for them to go away. For all I knew, they would never leave.
The drawer of the overturned desk had broken open and I carefully went to see what was inside. The desk, which had fallen on its back, was dangerously close to the swinging door that led to the front of the shop where I could still hear something moving. I had to be careful not to make any sound. The wooden panel on the front of the drawer had been knocked free when the creatures climbed over, but it was still attached on one side by a single nail. I had to pry it off and set the drawer's face down at my feet. I gritted my teeth and waited for any sign that the zombie in the next room had heard me before I looked in the drawer.
Cigarettes, a lighter, Scotch tape, paper clips, and more pens than I knew what to do with were all I found. I couldn't imagine how a pen would be useful, but I took the lighter and the cigarettes. I hatched a plan.
There was a fire alarm on the ceiling above me. I knew it would be battery operated and I could use it to distract the creatures. The only problem was figuring out how to get it down without making too much noise.
I carefully climbed onto the desk and teetered on it as I dared to stand up. I could barely touch the white plastic detector and had to stand on the tips of my toes to get a good grip. The creature in the other room moved closer to the door and I could hear its footsteps approaching. Any second it would come through and I desperately tried to twist the detector off the ceiling before that happened.
It popped free with a loud crack and I had to hurry to get down. There was a set of wires that connected it to what I assumed was a sprinkler system but the connector unlatched easily and I was able to get off the desk before the swinging door opened.
I ducked to the side as the zombie came in. The swinging door smacked against the desk and I was able to lie down on the other side, between the top of the desk and the wall, when the creature shuffled in to see what had made the sound. I could hear it sniffing and growling only a few feet away. I was facing the floor, so if it found me I would’ve been helpless, but it continued to walk through the backroom to the loading door. It jumped down to join the other zombies that wandered the alley.
It was another close call and I started to wonder how many of those I would have before my luck ran out. I could only hope I still had some luck left because the escape plan I'd concocted would only work with a heaping helping of it.
I started smoking when I was 14 as part of my rebellious youth. At the time, I lived in my mom's apartment and she was righteously indignant about how I was abusing my body. I gave up smoking as soon as I moved in with my dad, and honestly, the only reason I ever started was because it pissed her off so much. However, one thing that underage smoking taught me was which types of smoke detectors would be set off by cigarettes. There were the old-as-dirt variety that detected heat, others that looked for bright sources of light, and ones that detected smoke particles. My mom's apartment had been outfitted with the smoke detecting type, but I bought several of the photosensitive variety and replaced all of the ones in her apartment with them. Then, when she came home from work, I told her that the Super had stopped in and upgraded our apartment's detectors. This bit of deviousness had made it possible for me to smoke in my bedroom at night and then simply blame the lingering odors on our inconsiderate neighbor's open windows. It was a lesson in useless knowledge that suddenly became incredibly important as I fiddled with the smoke detector that I knew, from experience, could be set off by cigarette smoke.
I got the tape out of the drawer and used it to stick several cigarettes to the face of the detector. I arranged them in a circle with the filters facing out. The tips of the cigarettes touched and formed a small circle around the vent in the center of the detector. I happily inspected my creation and tossed the tape back into the desk drawer.
"Billy," I whispered to myself, "if this works, you're the smartest mother fucker on the planet. If it doesn't, well, you're a fucktard and I hate you."
I hoped if I lit the flower of cigarettes with it facing up that it wouldn't set off the alarm immediately. My plan was to light the cigarettes and then throw the detector out into the street, away from the alley, to draw the zombies to it. If I could get it to start beeping outside I could then sneak away when the zombies weren't paying attention. However, if the detector chimed too early, while I was still inside, then my luck had officially run out.
"Here goes nothing."
I lit the first cigarette and the fucking alarm went off immediately.
There wasn't time to do anything but throw it out the back door and hope the zombies were tricked into thinking that some delicious, screaming treat had rocketed itself out the back of the ice cream parlor and into the street.
To my unadulterated glee, that's exactly what they must have thought. My plan, despite not working like I'd hoped, worked perfectly. The horde chased the detector as it rolled into the street and away from the alley.
I gave it a minute to make sure my escape was clear and then slipped off the edge of the loading dock. The alley was paved but littered with shards of glass, rocks, and the other debris. My foot crunched down on a crack pipe and I cringed at the sound, but the creatures were too enraged by my detector distraction to hear me. I moved slowly away from them at first, but when I was a comfortable distance I broke out in a sprint.
The smell of decay faded as I neared the end of the block where the alley was split by the street ahead. My mother and I had spent several afternoons shopping along 23rd Avenue and I knew the area pretty well. I was coming up to Venture Street. A few blocks down would be the Arkland Art Museum and then the Arkland Park, which was where we would always stop to eat lunch beside the statues of a family that I used to climb on. There were a lot of trees in the park and I thought I could use them as cover to avoid the spying eyes of the helicopter that was still out there somewhere.
A gunshot rang out from behind me. It was far away, but the sound was unmistakable as it echoed through the alley. It didn't sound like the rifle that nearly destroyed my bat. It was a pistol, but it was too far away to worry about. I guessed that it came from the Baylor Projects and assumed someone was still alive there. Later, I would find out the shot originated in the pharmacy where Laura was fighting to keep herself and Annie alive. I was only a couple blocks away from her, and if I'd turned around to investigate the noise I could've saved her, but I didn't. I charged across Venture Street and into the next alley where I ran the rest of the way to the Arkland Museum.
I could hear mechanical movement nearby. The sound of construction vehicles beeping as they went in reverse and creaking as their gears grinded under the strain of their load seemed shockingly out of place in the dead city. After encountering the helicopter, I wouldn't have been surprised to find a strong military presence here, but construction vehicles didn't make sense.
I came to a sudden stop as I turned the corner and stared across the street to Arkland Park. The entire park was leveled and in place of the trees stood massive stacks of long, black, plastic boxes. The containers were about seven feet long and three feet tall. They were stacked on top of each other three high and the rows stretched across the entire park. There were forklifts rolling along the street that carried more of the containers and set them in place upon the stacks.
A large group of men in white hazmat suits crowded the side of the park closest to me. They worked within a small area that hadn't been stacked high with crates yet. Everything moved in a precise order as if part of a military exercise. The men stood in rows with a series of opened, black containers between them. The boxes were carried along a conveyer belt apparatus that stretched along the dirt and the men that flanked it dumped bags of white powder into the crates as they passed. Then, at the end of the line, the final group pulled the boxes off, put a lid on them, and clamped them shut.
Forklifts waited to collect the closed crates and carry them off to be stacked. Then they turned right, along 22nd Avenue, to circle the park and come back. One of the returning lifts was headed up the street and I had to duck behind a dumpster to avoid being seen. The entire process moved like a well-choreographed industrial plant.
To get to my Mom's apartment I had to turn left and move past the park, but that would be impossible without being seen. The buildings that lined 23rd were all pressed against each other in a continuous stretch of brick which meant I couldn't sneak between them. If I could get into the back of one of the shops I might be able to make my way through it, then across the Avenue and into another shop. It was certainly a better plan than running past the workers in the park. After getting shot at by the military and dealing with the cops in Hailey Bay the day before, I didn't trust anyone anymore.
The doors that lined the alley had been painted with symbols similar to the ice cream parlor that I'd moved through earlier. Each door that I tried was locked, but I continued my way back up the alley, checking each door as I went. Finally, I found one that had only been painted with the black 'X' symbol, and not the white overlay. It was unlocked and I gladly went in.
It wasn't a store, but rather a dark hallway that led to another door on the other side. A stairwell went up on my left, with the bottom at the front of the building. I assumed it led to apartments or offices that sat atop stores on either side of the hall. It was a common thing in the city for offices and apartments to sit above stores that lined the shopping areas. It was similar to the apartment building my mother lived in.
There was a supply closet beside the rear entrance and I went in to check for anything that might be useful. The door's hinges were old and squeaked as I opened it. Inside was a large area that sat beneath the stairwell. The shelves were filled with cans of paint, cleaner, and other maintenance tools that I didn't have much use for. Even still, I filled my backpack with screwdrivers, a hammer, and I was about to take a box opener when I heard footsteps on the stairs above.
I froze and listened. They were steady, human steps and I felt confident that whoever was moving above me was alive. Then another person followed behind the first. I glanced at the door to the supply closet, which opened outward, and cursed myself for not closing it. I set my backpack down and held my barbed bat in anticipation of a fight. I could hear them talking to each other as they came down the stairs.
"How many more?" asked one of them.
"Thirteen," said the other.
"Where's Alpha?"
"Last I heard they were finishing up the teens."
"Christ. This is going to take forever."
They stopped at the bottom of the stairs. I inched closer to the door and leaned against the wall. If they passed my way I hoped they would simply close the door and move on. I didn't want to risk closing it myself and causing the old hinges to whine again.
"All things considered, we're doing all right. It's a big fucking city."
"You have family round here?"
"Just a cousin. He was sent over to Camp 34."
"Where's that?"
"About twenty miles north. How about you, any family nearby?"
"Yep. I've got a wife and a baby on the way."
"No shit? I didn't know that. Congratulations, man."
"Thanks. It's still a ways off, she's four months now. We had a place on the south side, but they moved us out a few weeks ago when they put the call out. I had to go to the Barracks and she got sent to a camp."
"Where'd they put her?"
"Camp 8, right over by 3rd Barracks."
"Oh, nice. Do you get visiting privileges?"
"No. She's not cleared. No civies are as far as I know. I got to see her, but they made her wear a hazmat suit the whole time. I guess it's okay for us to not have our gear on, but they're afraid the people that are infected could pass it on to others."
"How long do you have to be exposed to catch it?"
"I don't know. Lots of the guys have been taking their helmets off, so we'd better hope it's not an airborne contagion. Hell, even Cap's got his helmet off most of the time."
"Weird that they make the civies gear up then."
"I guess."
I could smell their cigarette smoke. I imagined they were sitting at the bottom of the stairs, taking a break before moving on to another building.
"Did you hear that Vince found a baby in one of the apartments?"
"No shit? Did he, you know?" I heard him shift on the stairs as if making a motion with his hands.
"Yeah."
"That's fucked. I don't know if I could do that."
"What? You'd make me do it?"
"Could you? I mean, if we found one. Could you kill it?"
There was a pause. "Wouldn't have a choice. You'd have to. Better to put a bullet in it than let it turn."
"I guess. Still, though, I'm not sure I could pop a baby."
"You can't think of them as alive anymore."
"If it were infected I'd do it, no problem."
"They're all infected by this point."
"You know what I mean. If it were dead already."
"That's just it though, man. They're all dead already. That's how you've got to look at it."
"I guess."
I heard him stand up and the wooden stairs creaked as he moved.
"Come on, get your gear back on. We need to get moving."
"Yeah, fine. I hate this fucking helmet. It's so damn hot in these things."
Their voices became muffled as they slipped their masks back on. I strained to hear them.
"Paint the front," said one of them. "I'll get the back."
I tensed again as the man walked my way. The sweat on my palms made the taped handle of my bat slick as I nervously grinded my grip on it.
The door to the closet slammed shut as the man walked past. I'd been holding my breath in anticipation and as he walked by I finally breathed a long sigh of relief. I could hear him spray paint the door that led to the alley and then come back into the hallway. He fiddled with the latches that locked the door as the other man came back in from the front.
"Hurry up," said the one at the front of the hall.
"I am," said the one at the rear, just outside the door to my closet. "This lock's being a pain in the ass."
The one at the front started to walk our way. "Put some muscle into it, you pussy."
"Fuck off," said the one trying to lock door. "Hey, did you check the closet?"
"No." The second one was standing right outside my door. It sounded like he took over for his friend as they tried to lock the back door.
"You sure? Cause the door was open like it'd been cleared. I closed it up again because I wasn't sure."
They paused and my heart pounded as I held my bat, ready to fight.
"I never cleared it," said one of them. His tone had changed from a minor argument to cautious assurance.
They knocked on the door with three hard pounds. "Anyone in there?"
I didn't answer.
"All right," whispered one of them. "On three."
"One."
"Two."
I prayed.
"Three."
The door swung open and a flashlight beam pierced the darkness. I stayed pressed against the wall as they peered in.
"Empty," said the one that dared to take a step in. "We must've just forgotten…"
He turned my way to leave the closet as he talked and his flashlight shined in my eyes. He made a startled noise right before my bat smashed into the plastic face shield of his canister shaped mask.
The man fell lifeless and his flashlight bounced across the floor into the shelves. His plastic face shield was stuck to the barbs on the end of my bat and ripped free when he fell. I turned to face the other one, who screamed as he fumbled with his gun. He had been tricked into thinking the building was safe and wasn't prepared for my attack. His gun was lowered and now he struggled to fit his thick, gloved finger back over the trigger.
I leapt out of the closet and swung the bat at his hand, but he moved away and my strike flew wild. He screamed out for me to stop, but I only paid attention to his gun. I dropped the bat and grabbed onto his right hand with my left. Then I put my right forearm over his throat and my right leg behind his. With a swift, hard twist I pulled him down, over my leg, and he fell to the floor beside me. I kept a tight grip on his left wrist and when he fell I grabbed onto it with both hands. I twisted his arm so that his elbow faced up and then I stomped down on it.
His elbow crunched and then popped with a disgustingly violent jerking motion as his arm bent backward. He wailed for help and I worried there was someone nearby he was trying to alert. I had to silence him.
His gun had skittered down the hall, and shooting him would've caused even more noise than his yelling. I had to keep him quiet some other way.
"Shut the fuck up," I said.
He continued to screech.
I saddled his waist and pulled off his mask while holding my fist back in a threatening stance. I told him to quiet down again.
He continued to scream.
He had blue eyes and blonde hair that had been matted by the sweat from wearing the hazmat gear. He was young, not much older than me, and had a couple days worth of blonde stubble on his chin and cheeks. If he were to let himself grow a beard it would've been a pathetic one. The young man glared at me as I tried to calm him down.
"Shut up or I'll beat you to death. Do you hear me? Shut up."
"I'll kill you," he said. He'd found my bat.
He clumsily swung the bat with his left hand. The face shield that was stuck to the barbs hit me on the right side of my head. It hurt, but if it weren't for the shield it would've hurt a hell of a lot more.
I grabbed the bat with my right hand and forced it down on his neck. He let it go and started to punch my side and push at my chest. His legs bucked beneath me and his broken right arm flailed around uselessly. I pressed the bat down until his voice choked to a whisper.
He grasped at my face and I stretched my neck to the left to avoid him. He desperately tried to grab onto me, but I continued to push down on his throat.
His face started to turn purple and his eyes swelled while the veins at his temples flared. Foam escaped his mouth as his throat collapsed beneath the weight I inflicted. He clawed at the bat, but I was much, much stronger than him.
I let myself commit an atrocious act of violence. I would like to pretend it was an accident, or he had it coming, or that this was the only way I could escape, but that wouldn't be the truth. I killed that man, that young man, in the hallway of the office building because I wanted to. I wanted him dead because he was my enemy.
He quivered beneath me and when I dared a glance at him I saw his eyes burst into crimson flowers as the veins broke near the edges. His tongue was rigid and blue. It stuck out of his mouth as if made of bone. Then he went limp and all fight escaped his corpse.
I dropped the bat and fell off him. I scrambled away, as if he were a diseased, disgusting creature, and up against the wall beside the closet door. I stared at the man I'd killed and I began to cry.
I was a murderer.
I was the bad guy.
 








CHAPTER THREE
- CAPTAIN'S ORDERS
 

It was self-defense.
That's how I reasoned what I'd done. The corpse sat silent at my feet because I fought to survive. If I hadn't killed him, he would've killed me. Or at the very least, he would have alerted someone that I was alive. I didn't have any choice but to kill him.
I killed him.
I killed him.
I sobbed as I stared at his corpse. I'd killed several zombies by that point, and killing a man shouldn't feel much worse, but it did. It devastated me. Do soldiers go through this when at war? Do they look at the men fighting against them as humans, or do they look at them as zombies? Do they collapse in tears after murdering their first enemy? Or do they cheer like I did after knocking the head off that creature back at the salvage yard?
This boy died at my hands. We might've been friends if the world hadn't fallen apart around us. He was dead now, and I killed him.
"I killed you."
I know shock played a part in my emotions at the time, but the sight of that man's eyes exploding with bright red veins as I choked the life out of him has haunted me. Even in moments of levity, his dying eyes return to burst in my imagination. I'll never be free of them.
The sound of a forklift driving down the road broke me out of my stunned malaise. I grabbed my victim's feet and dragged him into the closet with his friend. Then I picked up the flashlight and inspected my first victim. His face was severely mangled from my attack. His eyes were open and snorting breaths escaped his shattered nose. Blood gushed out of his wound and pooled inside his mask. I turned him to his side to keep him from drowning in his own blood and then found his pistol beside him.
A morbid plan formed and I undressed my second victim, whose mask was still intact. I noticed his name patch on the front of the suit, "Williams."
I slipped the plastic disguise on and then searched through my backpack for items that I could carry in my pockets. I kept a screwdriver, hammer, and the two guns. The hazmat suit had a belt with a holster for one of the guns and I tucked the other into my pant's pocket. I didn't have room for anything else and had to leave it all behind, including the bat that I'd used to murder that boy. I set it against the wall and was glad to be free of it.
Finally, I took the can of white spray paint and left. I unlatched the locks on the back door, which were rusted and difficult to work, and casually walked down to the next door in the alley, which hadn't been painted white yet. I guessed that the two men had been tasked with clearing the buildings. I made a few marks on other doors to trick people into thinking they'd made it further down the block than they actually had. That way it would take longer to find their bodies.
I went back into the office hallway and fiddled with the difficult latch to lock it. It took me a few tries, but I managed to get the old thing to cooperate. Then I walked to the front entrance. I strolled out and planned to pass to the other side of the street and make my way through another building to continue my trip south.
Men in white hazmat suits were scattered around the area and they rushed around as if in alarm. I got scared and was about to go back into the hallway when one of them waved me over. He stood in the middle of 23rd Avenue and stared at me. I was reluctant to go to him.
He waved me over again and casually let his right hand drift to the gun on his belt. I jogged over to avoid suspicion but tried to keep my head down or turned to the side so he couldn't see my face through the plastic shield.
"Didn't you get the message?" he asked me.
I shook my head.
"We're leaving," he said to me when I was closer.
"Okay." I coughed to mask my voice.
"There's a breach on the MLK and 23rd containment. We're going to move up to 15th and let Alpha come back here to clean up."
"Sure," I said as I looked at my feet.
"Where's your com?" He tapped his finger against the right side of his mask.
"Um, I think it's back in there."
"What?"
"There." I pointed at the office hallway.
"You lost it?"
I nodded.
"God damn it, Williams. Does Thomas have his?"
I nodded.
"Then why were you two still in there?"
I shrugged and started to walk away.
"Don't make me write you up again, Williams. Go get Thomas and let's get out of here." He turned away to yell at someone else and I quickly left.
I ran back into the hall and scurried to the closet where the bodies were hidden. I found a beige earpiece, about the size of an almond, inside the dead man's right ear. I put it on, then slipped the mask back on and headed for the rear entrance.
Someone was giving orders through the earpiece.
"…moving up to 15th Avenue to begin Beta clearing there. Alpha unit is moving back to deal with the containment breach. All Beta units are to report immediately to Cemetery 23 for transport."
The message stopped and then repeated a short time later after a succession of shrill chirps. I went out to the alley with the intention of turning right and running from the commotion to wait for it to be over, but someone saw me come out.
"Come on," shouted a man through a megaphone to my left. I looked to Venture Street where a tall guy in a white suit and no helmet waved at me and shouted again. "Come on, let's go!" I recognized the voice. It was the same one that had piped into my earpiece moments ago.
I waved to him, hoping he would turn his attention away and give me time to escape. He stared at me and then pointed at his wrist as if there was a watch there. I begrudgingly walked to him.
"Where's Thomas?" the man asked. He had a thick mustache that hung over half his mouth and grey pupils that sat centered on me in his wide eyes. His skin was pock marked and his hair was salt and peppered, not a single hair was left between the darkest black and the brightest white. It was as if each follicle was required to make a decision upon which extreme to take before a hair would pop out.
"He went out the front." I pointed to my left, toward 23rd Avenue.
The stoic man put two fingers up in a backward peace sign in front of my face. "Twos, Williams. We always stay in twos."
I tried to look away from him. We were too close to each other for him not to see my face through the mask and I did everything I could to avoid eye contact.
"Look at me," he said. I glanced his way and then to the side. "Damn it boy, I gave you an order." He grabbed the side of my head and forced me to look directly at him. His expression changed from anger to confusion as he saw my face behind the plastic shield. "Who in the…"
I pressed a gun to his stomach and stepped closer. "Stay quiet." He tensed and I grabbed onto his right hand to keep him from reaching for the gun at his side. "I'm not going to hurt you. Stay quiet and we'll both walk away from this."
"I swear, little man, that won't to be the way this ends." He grinded his teeth as if chewing on the words.
Behind him, up Venture Street between the Arkland Park and 23rd Avenue, several flat bed trucks were pulled up. Men in white hazmat suits were filing into the backs and sat along the sides. They waited for transport up to 15th Avenue.
"Where're my boys?" he asked. "What did you do to Thomas and Williams?"
"Shut up," I said as I tried to come up with a plan.
The men in the back of the trucks had started to pay attention to us. I surmised this man with my gun in his belly was their Captain and that they were waiting for him to give the order to move out.
"If you killed my men, I promise you'll die by my hands. You hear me, you little shit? I'll gut you like a fish."
"Give me your earpiece."
"What?"
I pushed the gun into his stomach with the intention of startling him, but his rock hard abdomen wouldn't budge. He growled at the pressure.
"Give me the earpiece or I'll shoot you and then start shooting the guys in that truck." I knew that he could communicate with the other members of this group through that earpiece. I also knew that it didn't always transmit what was being said; otherwise he wouldn't need the bullhorn he carried in his left hand. Still though, I needed to make sure he wasn't able to alert anyone by turning the earpiece on.
He grimaced and fished the unit out of his ear. His thumb passed over a button on the side before he dropped it into my palm. I heard the noise of a microphone scratching against something in my earpiece and realized that he'd turned the unit on before handing it to me. I quickly clicked the button again and smiled at him as I put the unit into the pocket of my suit.
"I've got an earpiece too, Gramps," I said. "Don't try anything stupid like that again. Here's how this is going to work. You're going to turn around and tell them to head out. Tell them we're staying back to meet with Alpha."
"No," he said between clenched teeth.
"Stop being a pain in the ass. I don't want to kill you."
"I said no because I can't. You took my microphone away, dumbass."
"You're holding a fucking megaphone, Grandpa. Maybe you could use that." This guy was getting on my nerves. He smirked and started to turn around to do as I asked. "Remember, if you do something stupid then I'll shoot you and as many of them as I can."
He used the megaphone to command the rest of his crew. "Ya'll are going to head up to 15th and start working on that block for now. Alpha's coming back here, with lots of guns and guys that shoot really well and would love to kill some mother fuckers," I pressed the pistol into his back to get him back on task, "and they're going to clean out the breach. Williams and I are staying here to meet up with Alpha and help them out."
The men in the flatbeds looked back and forth amongst themselves as if debating the odd command. I was terrified that the order he'd given broke protocol or was coded somehow to alert the others to trouble. I didn't want to kill anyone else and my finger trembled as the thick glove forced the trigger to depress slightly. I was a centimeter away from killing a second man today.
"Go on," he said. "Get a move on." He moved forward and I was forced to move with him. He waved his arms at the drivers who watched from their side mirrors. "Go, go, go."
The trucks rumbled and black smoke billowed behind them as the engines revved. We watched as they pulled away and headed down Venture toward 15th Avenue. The Captain turned and set his hands at his waist with a disapproving, mocking smirk that twisted his mustache into a slant.
"What now, genius? You've got a horde of zombies coming at you from that way." He used his megaphone to point down 23rd Avenue. Then he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the trucks that drove away from us. "And fifty guys with guns coming from that way."
"I need to get to 13th Avenue."
That surprised him. His face and gestures revealed every emotion without him saying a single word. It was as if he'd studied to be a silent movie actor.
"Why in the world would you be headed there?"
"My Mom lives on 13th. I'm going to get her, and you're coming with me."
He stroked his mustache as he contemplated what I'd said. "You're not one of the cops, are you?" He said it as if he already knew I wasn't.
"No. Why? What do you mean?"
"Nothing. I thought you were someone else. So you're just a survivor? Where've you been hiding at?"
"Doesn't matter," I said and motioned for him to walk with me over to the area where the workers had been stacking the black containers. "Throw your gun over there." I pointed behind us
"What?" he asked. He couldn't understand what I was saying through the mask unless I looked directly at him.
I pulled the mask off and said, "Throw your gun over there. Wait, better idea, you just stay still." I took his gun and tossed it behind us. Then I pointed at the forklifts. "Come on, we're taking one of those. You're driving."
"I'm not going anywhere." He stood defiantly still.
"God damn it. Stop being a pain in my ass."
"Only reason I sent the men off was to keep them safe. I don't give a flying fuck if you shoot me. All I want to hear from you is what happened to Williams. What did you do to him?"
"Come with me and I'll…"
"Where's Williams." He spoke with such authority that I nearly felt compelled to tell him. Some people are born to be leaders, and this guy was born to be a drill sergeant that convinces his squad to murder him in a bathroom standoff.
I stammered over a few started explanations before lying, "He's alive. Tied up with the other one, Thomas. If you come with me, I'll tell you where they're at and you can send someone out to get them."
"No thanks," he said. "I'll stay here and wait for Alpha. Then we'll search for them before we come find you."
"You won't be able to find them. They'll die if you don't come with me."
"I'm pretty sure we'll find them quick enough."
"No, I took them by gunpoint to a different area. They're nowhere near here. Now you can come with me, and save their lives, or you could continue to be a piece of shit and force me to shoot you. Which is it going to be?"
He stood silent as he debated his options.
"For fuck's sake, just come on," I said. "I'm trying real hard not to put a bullet in you right now. Okay? Could you please just help me out here? Stop being an asshole."
"All right," he said and started to walk with sudden determination. "I'll come along, but if you're lying about my boys then there won't be enough bullets in that gun to stop me from choking the life out of you."
 








CHAPTER FOUR -
THE GOOD GUY
 

"Name's Reagan," said the Captain as we walked over to the nearest forklift. He stuck his hand out to shake mine but I just tapped the gun against my forehead in salute. I was carrying my helmet in my left hand and didn't want to set it down to shake his hand. I also didn't trust him not to Judo flip me through the air and break my back on his knee or something of the sort. He was older, but somehow I knew he could kill me in a second if he caught me off guard.
"Mine's Billy," I said. "Are you named after the president?"
He stopped and looked at me with his head cocked to the side like a confused dog. "Reagan's my last name. And how young do you think I am? Do you really think I was named after a President from the eighties?"
I shook my head and felt foolish for my silly question. "No. I didn't think about it before I said it."
"I knew you were stupid, but I didn't think you were flat out retarded."
"Shut up."
He climbed into the seat on one of the forklifts. "Only room for one. You'll have to ride on the side or up front."
I went to the other side and passed by one of the closed, black crates that had been pulled off the conveyer belt. Curiosity guided me down the line to one of the boxes that hadn't been closed yet to see what was inside.
"Are we going?" asked Reagan. "Why are you wandering off? Let's go. Don't look in those."
"Hold on," I said. "I just want to see what you guys were up to."
He groaned and set both arms over the steering wheel as he waited. It was obvious that he didn't want me to look in the crate.
I cautiously peered into the first one that was still open. Human corpses were piled on top of each other inside. Fine white powder was spread over them and their skin bubbled beneath it. Red sores oozed as the acidic powder ate at the flesh. I gagged, dropped my mask, and pressed my hand over my mouth as vomit stirred in my gut.
Puke burst into my mouth. It was a hideous mix of sport drinks and beef jerky and tasted exactly as bad as you'd imagine. There wasn't anything I could do to stop the flow as it poured out over the grass.
"Lord have mercy," said Reagan.
I pointed the gun at him as I wretched. My vomit filled the mask I'd dropped, ensuring I'd never wear it again.
"What…" My heaves killed my question.
"I told you not to look."
"What did you do?" I looked at him and then back to the rows of black containers that filled the majority of the park. There were three bodies inside this one, and there were thousands of crates piled on top of each other. The rows stretched out before me in the grimmest graveyard display I could imagine.
Reagan stayed quiet and looked away.
"What did you do here?"
He turned to look at me and I glimpsed sorrow in his expression. This horrified him too, but he was complicit in it. It looked like he was about to say something, to offer an apology perhaps, or to explain how something like this had been allowed to happen.
Then a new voice entered the fray.
A zombie screeched at us from the alley. The noise from the trucks had drawn a few of them to us from the breach back on 23rd and Martin Luther King Boulevard.
"Hurry up and get on," said Reagan as he started the forklift.
I fumbled with the pistol and tried to grab on to the side of the forklift, but it was hard to find a good foothold and still aim at the zombies. I had to get onto the front, on one of the forks.
Three zombies, two men and one woman, charged out of the alley and ran toward us. The forklift started to move, but it was agonizingly slow. It was barely worth staying on at all, but we'd already started moving.
"Step on it," I said as I tried to aim at our pursuers. The jostling ride made it impossible to shoot straight.
"It's a forklift," said Reagan, "not a dragster."
I looked up the road and knew that if we continued to head this way we would end up meeting his team again. "Turn right here." I pointed right, down 21st Avenue.
He took a hard turn and I nearly toppled off the forklift as it leaned. My weight caused the off-balance ride to tilt onto two wheels. I jumped over to the other fork and the lift fell back down on all four wheels.
I saw the creatures turn the corner in pursuit. "They're catching up."
"Then shoot the mother fuckers."
I tried to steady my aim, but I didn't have a good vantage point. The creatures were on the other side so I had to hop back over to the right fork.
"Stop hopping back and forth, dickhead," he said and leaned to his right to see past me. I ignored him and tried to aim around the side of our ride.
The gun bounced as every tiny pebble in the road seemed to cause the forklift to jiggle. Destroying their brains was the only way to kill one of these monsters, but headshots were out of the question as I jostled around. I aimed for the stomach of the closest one.
The pistol clicked.
The gun was out of bullets. I cursed and threw it at the creature. I had a second pistol in my pocket, on the inside of the hazmat suit. It was impossible to reach without taking the suit off.
"Stop throwing our fucking guns away," said Reagan. A thick vein in the center of his forehead pulsed as he screamed at me. "Was that our last gun?"
"No."
"Then shoot these guys."
"I can't."
The first zombie's hand gripped the back of the forklift as it ran faster than we drove. Its face was puffy and there was a milky color that washed over his pupils. His stomach was bloated, but I didn't know if he had just been obese or if this was part of the decaying process. His mouth sat agape and slightly to the left, as if its jaw was broken. Pale, greenish fluid seeped over his bottom teeth and stretched out in long ropes like a hungry dog with its head out a car window.
Reagan picked up the megaphone he had stored between his legs and used his teeth to switch it to alarm mode. An obnoxious, very loud wail came from it before he tossed it out of the lift. I watched it smash against the road and tumble over to the sidewalk where a chunk of white plastic cracked away from its side. One of our followers, the female zombie, took an interest in it and broke away from the chase.
I bit down on the sleeve of my suit and wiggled my right arm inside. The right sleeve of my hazmat suit dangled at my side as I searched for the gun in my pocket. Then I slid my arm, and the gun, back up the sleeve. The pistol's barrel fit snuggly in the index finger of the glove and I pointed it at the zombie.
This time I wasn't out of bullets.
The glove's finger exploded in black dust as the blast tore it apart and sent the bullet through our assailant's face. The creature fell and tumbled over itself in a backward roll. The second time its head hit the pavement I saw a grisly burst of black blood and green fluid splash as his skull split. Its ghastly smell was potent enough to reach me even as we raced away.
"The other one," said Reagan. He pointed over his shoulder, to his right. "Don't just stare at him. Go shoot the mother fucker."
I had to step onto the other fork to get a better view of the final zombie that chased us. This one was taller and thinner than the first, but its stomach was similarly distended. It was clear that something was wrong with their bodies and that the rotting process was causing them to bloat that way.
It was probably ten feet behind us and I did my best to line up the sight on the pistol with his head. The zombie's path wavered from right to left several times and I had to hop back and forth between the forks over and over, much to Reagan's dismay. Finally, I lined up what I thought was a perfect shot. The creature's head was right in my sight. I fired, fully prepared to see his face explode from my steady aim.
Its leg blew out from underneath it. The creature fell forward as its lower right leg bounced down the road behind it.
Reagan looked behind us and then back at me. He nodded his approval and said, "Nice shot."
"Yeah, I wanted to knock it down," I lied. "Take a left up here."
"What?"
"Take a left!"
He jerked the wheel to the left. The forklift went back on two wheels and screeched through the sudden turn, but this time it tilted faster than I could counterbalance it and we tumbled over. Its metal chassis grinded against the pavement. As the motor died I heard a helicopter in the distance.
"You dumb ass," I said. "You're lucky I don't shoot you." I scrambled to collect the earpiece that had fallen out of the Hazmat suit's pocket. I grabbed it with my bare hand and then wormed my arm in through the sleeve to put the earpiece into the tighter pocket on my pants where it couldn't fall out so easily.
"Where to now, boss?" he asked.
If the helicopter was still searching the area, I didn't want to take a chance by walking down the street with Reagan. We'd made it to a residential area and I motioned for him to follow me away from the corner and to the side of one of the houses. We could travel through the neighborhoods instead of the streets. That way, if the helicopter came back, it would be easier to find cover.
We passed by the front door of the quaint home and I noticed that it was painted with a black 'X' like the others along 23rd. "What are these?" I asked as we walked.
"I don't have to tell you shit," said Reagan.
"Can you stop with the hard-ass routine?"
"This ain't a routine, boy."
"Fine," I said. "Be a dick."
The neighborhood was a nice one, but the houses weren't large and had seen better days. They were packed up next to each other, with only three feet separating them, and many had the ramshackle appearance of old, inherited, unappreciated wealth. These houses were once gorgeous, but many of them had been turned into multiple occupancy units. The years, and tenants, had not been kind.
"Where are we headed?" asked Reagan.
"I told you, up to 13th. My mom's apartment is out there."
"That's not a cleared zone."
"Good," I said as I marched behind him with the gun pointed at his back. "That means you guys haven't had a chance to put a bullet in her head and stuff her in a crate yet."
Reagan stopped and I bumped into him. He turned to ask, "Is that what you think is happening?"
I backed up to put more space between us. "I saw it, Chief, with my own eyes." I pointed back toward 23rd, where the graveyard of plastic boxes sat. "Back there."
"We're doing everything we can to save this city."
"By killing thousands of people? By killing fucking babies?"
"What are you talking about?" he asked.
"Thomas and Williams told me all about it. They said one of your men found a baby and shot it dead."
He turned and started to walk again. "You don't know what you're talking about."
"What? Were they lying? Is that what you're trying to say?"
"No. We're here to do a job, Billy." He said my name with disdain. "We might not like it sometimes, but it's what has to be done."
"Because babies are real dangerous, huh?"
"No, but the disease they have is. We're not here to save a few people, we're here to save the world."
"That's bullshit. They said the kid hadn't turned. It was alive, and their orders were to kill it."
"Just because it was alive doesn't mean it wasn't infected. The bacteria's airborne." He waved his hand in the air.
"Enlighten me, Reagan. What the fuck does that mean?"
"The disease is caused by a bacteria. I don't remember the name of it, but it mutated from some species they found in hospitals. It's resistant to every antibiotic we know of and started to spread on medical equipment, like scalpels and shit. Once it gets in you, it can get to work, and that's when there's nothing we can do to help the person."
"I heard there was an antibiotic that works on it. I've got the name of it in my pocket." I couldn't get to it because of my suit. I could have pulled my arm back into the suit like I had before, but that would've given Reagan a chance to attack me.
"It's probably bullshit," said Reagan. "If there was something out there that worked then we'd know about it by now."
"Okay, fine. What does this have to do with killing innocent people?"
"Let me put it this way," he said. "Say a ten year old kid had a bomb strapped to his chest with a timer on it. Whoever put the bomb on him tells the kid to start walking to school, but if he makes it then the whole school will blow up. If there's no way to stop that kid other than putting a bullet in his head, isn't killing him the right thing to do?"
"So you're saying the baby had the bacteria in it?"
"I'm saying everyone left behind does," he said.
"I'm lost. What does that mean? How do you know that? Because it's airborne?"
"Those markings," he pointed to the black "X" on the door of a nearby house, "are left by Alpha Squad. They're the ones moving through the city first. They're testing the people they find. If they leave someone behind that means they're infected." He stopped and turned to look at me. His tone and expression had turned somber. "They're the kids headed to school with bombs strapped to their chests."
"This doesn't make any sense." I struggled to understand everything he said. "How do you know you're not infected? You've been running around without your mask on the whole time I've been with you. If it's airborne then you've got to be infected too."
"Yeah," he said. "I am."
"What? Now I'm really fucking lost."
"Billy, I'm not leaving the city. This is my last mission. I'm not walking out of here alive."
"So you're planning on killing yourself once this is finished?"
"Yes sir," he said. "I'm here to save as many people as I can. Then it's lights out for me."
"And you're okay with that?"
"Son, the good guys die all the time. I'm just proud to be counted among them."
 








CHAPTER FIVE
- CONSPIRACY THEORIES
 

"Captain Reagan is MIA," said the voice through my earpiece. "Alpha has been sent to investigate. Continue clearing 15th Avenue and then move north. I repeat, move north to 16th after finishing 15th. Do not move south. The area south of 15th has not been cleared."
"What's going on?" asked Reagan when he saw me intently listening to the report.
"They know you're missing."
"It won't take them long to find us."
"Why's that?" I asked.
"These men are professionals. They'll have us tracked down in no time."
"Come on," I said and forced Reagan to keep walking.
"Why don't you make this easier on yourself and just tell me where Thomas and Williams are at. Tell me and let me go. You'll have a better chance of staying alive without me."
"No, that's okay. I like the company."
Reagan laughed and it sounded genuine. "First time I've heard that in years."
"Yeah, I bet. You're a real barrel of laughs."
We made it to the next street and I cautiously looked around for any sign of people. It looked clear and I pushed Reagan along as we ran across 17th and between another set of houses on the other side. We slowed down and were entering a backyard when I saw the barrel of a shotgun emerge from the side of the building. It settled on Reagan's right shoulder, pointed at his head.
"Freeze, mother fucker," said the man with the shotgun.
"Calm down," I said as Reagan put his hands up. The movement of the Captain's shoulder as his arm went up caused the shotgun barrel to slide backward a little. Then, with frightening speed, Reagan wrapped his right arm around his attacker's gun and pulled it down. His left hand darted out in three quick strikes. I couldn't see who he was hitting, but each punch landed with a crack of painful contact.
"I am sick and tired of getting fucked with today," said Reagan with a staccato rhythm that matched his attacks. His assault was quicker than I could keep up with and by the time I responded, the shotgun had already fallen to the ground. We both reached for it at the same time.
"Back off," I screamed and stomped my foot over the barrel of the gun.
He smiled at me and then moved away. His wry smirk hinted that it was only a matter of time before I befell the same fate as his latest adversary. He scared the hell out of me.
"Who the fuck?" asked the man on the ground around the corner from me. I dared to look down at him while keeping my gun pointed at Reagan. "Why've you got your gun on him?" the stranger asked me.
It was a young, black man that Reagan knocked down. His nose was bleeding and he stumbled as he tried to stand up. Blood poured out of his wound and the sight of it on his hands startled him.
"You broke my nose," he said and stopped trying to get up. He sat on the stoop that led to the back door of the house.
"Two more seconds and I would've shot you with your own gun," said Reagan.
"Quiet," I said to the old man. "Who are you? Why are you here?"
"You first."
"Last I checked I'm the one with all the guns. I make the rules. Who are you and why are you here?"
"I'm Hero."
"Seriously?" I asked. "You're name's Hero?"
"That's what people call me. Real name's Levon, but I haven't been called that in years. Everyone calls me Hero."
"Why?" asked Reagan. "Can't be because of your fighting skills."
"Fuck you, old man."
"Shut up," I said to Reagan. "What are you doing here?"
"This's my Aunt's pad. I came to check on her. Fuck man," he cursed and tried to stop his nose from bleeding. "You got a rag or something?"
"No. Sorry," I said. "Why'd you try to attack us?"
"Cause you're killing people. Or he is," he pointed to Reagan. "I don't know what your deal is. Why you got your gun on him? Who are you?"
"I'm just a regular guy, like you. I'm trying to get to my Mom's place."
"Where's she at?"
"On 13th. Above Harold's Butcher Shop."
"Yeah," said Hero. "I know where that's at. I don't live far away. My brother's still there, up on Venture." He pinched his nose to stem the flow of blood. "Why are you wearing that get-up?"
"Trying to blend in. Is your Aunt okay?"
He shrugged. "Don't know. She's gone."
"She probably left during the evacuation, like you two should have," said Reagan.
"Why?" asked Hero. "So you could line us up and plug us instead? Make it easy for you?" He mimed a pistol shot to the side of his head for emphasis.
"If you evacuated the city, you would have lived through this," said Reagan.
My stomach dropped when I thought about Laura and her girls. I convinced them to come with me, back into the city, and might have doomed them. If what Reagan said was true, then their murders would be on my head.
"Pick up your gun," I said to Hero. "Let's go get your brother. Then we can get my Mom and get the fuck out of here."
"How do you know she didn't leave with the evacuation?" asked Reagan.
I laughed at the thought of my mother doing anything the government told her to. "She's not a big fan of you guys."
"The military?" asked Reagan.
"Yeah, or any part of the government."
"She sounds smart," said Hero. He got the shotgun from under my foot and smiled at Reagan as he held it tightly against his chest. He was a tall, strong guy that looked to be in his twenties. His baggy shorts barely hung to his waist and the calves that stuck out beneath were impressively cut. A red cap sat sideways on his head and there was a large tattoo of a pistol on the left side of his neck. He nodded at me and said, "Let's go, Boss. I got your back."
"Don't give him a gun," said Reagan.
"Shut up," said Hero. "It's my fucking gun. I just got one shell left in here, but I'd be more than happy to waste it on your white ass."
"I'm happy to have another gun pointed at you, Reagan." I was more scared of him now that I'd seen him in action.
"Just leave me behind then. You'd move faster without me."
"Fuck that, old man," said Hero. "You know where we're headed. What? You think we're stupid?" He nudged me with his elbow and motioned at the back of Reagan's head. "If anything, man, we should pop him here. Be done with it."
"No," I said. "I don't want to kill anyone else today."
"Who else did you kill?" asked Reagan.
"No one," I said. "I meant I didn't want to kill anyone, period. Come on, let's get a move on."
The streets were desolate as we made our way up to 16th Avenue. I glanced up and noticed something I hadn't seen since after the World Trade Center attacks in 2001: The sky had no planes in it. There wasn't even a vapor trail fading in the cloudless sky. It was a canvass of pure blue with a white, saucer moon swimming serenely through it.
Hero glanced at me and then looked up. "Whatcha looking at?"
"There're no planes in the sky. It's eerie."
He looked up and agreed, "Yeah, man, shit. I didn't notice that before. You're right. That's fucking creepy. Reminds me of 9-11."
It startled me to hear him say that. He and I were completely different types of people. I was one step above a redneck and living in the city had always felt bizarre to me. Hero was as urban a creature as I'd ever met. From the drooping level of his shorts to the slant of his hat, he was my exact opposite. Yet, despite our clear differences, we both felt the exact same emotion while staring into that empty sky.
That moment of unspoken connection between us is something I've come to appreciate in the time that followed. In the middle of the event we were stuck in, this single, fleeting moment of introspective kinship was one of the most important events in my life.
Hero had charged out into a dangerous city to check on a member of his family. He had been willing to stare down certain death just to make sure someone he loved was okay. I understood him completely, and I felt a strong bond to his struggle. Hero and I were a lot alike, and I smiled at him as we walked. I felt like we could become great friends.
Then he ruined the moment by making fun of me.
"Why you staring at me like that, bro?" he said. "You're giving me the 'fuck me' eyes. It's creeping me out."
There was a gunshot in the distance, and a second one followed shortly after. It was hard to tell what direction it came from, and I was about to say it came from ahead when Reagan spoke up.
"Sounds like that came from behind us. Alpha's probably dealing with the breach."
"What breach?" asked Hero.
"Back near 23rd," I said. "They had a big group of zombies fenced off and they got out." I looked to Reagan. "Why didn't you guys just shoot them? Why were they locked in like that?"
"They'll die on their own quick enough. The infected aren't that big a concern. It's the ones that don't know they're infected. They're the dangerous ones."
"What do you mean they'll die on their own?" I asked. "Will they eat each other?"
"Nope. Their guts explode and they just, plop, die," he used his arm to mime a falling corpse. "Takes about three to five days."
"Why do their guts explode?" I asked.
"Bacterial growth. Builds up gases in their stomachs and they just pop. Once that happens, it's lights out for the walking dead."
"That's gross," I said.
"No use wasting bullets on something that's about to die anyway."
Hero looked perplexed and he stopped in the middle of the street. "Wait a fucking second. How do you know that?"
"Know what?" asked Reagan.
"How do you know they die after three to five days?"
"That's what they told us. That's the reason Alpha's been containing them where possible."
Hero squinted and shook his head as if Reagan's explanation was clearly wrong. "Man that's bullshit." He cursed with dramatic flair and stomped his foot down in frustration. "You telling me there's been zombie attacks around the world and no one knew shit about it, except the government? Come on, man, open your fucking eyes."
"What exactly am I opening my eyes for?" asked Reagan.
"You giving us a line of shit. How come they know this stuff about how long a zombie can live? Why's there been truckloads of those black coffins sitting outside the city, waiting to be brought in like this?"
"You've seen those too?" I asked.
"Hell yeah. Up at Crenshaw Field they've got them stacked three high and there're thousands of them. Row after row of dead folks locked up tight."
"Same thing back on 23rd," I said and pointed behind us.
"What the hell were those things for? Huh? Why'd you guys make so many of them and stick them right outside the city?"
"It's better for a city to be prepared for something like this than to let it catch everyone by surprise," said Reagan.
"Oh really?" said Hero. We were still in the middle of the street and I tried to get them to move to the other side, but Hero was incensed and wanted to stay where he was. "Then how come none of them showed up after Katrina? Huh? Why'd they let bodies float around out there for fucking weeks, man? You got an answer for that, Pops?"
Reagan didn't answer so Hero continued with his rant. "And how come all you mother fuckers strode right up in here as soon as this shit went down? Like you knew it was going to happen."
"We get reports of terrorist activity all the time, and we prepare for them accordingly," said Reagan. He tried to keep his composure, but I saw a change in his expression. It seemed like he had some doubt about his convictions.
"Fuck you," said Hero as he finally moved to the other side of the avenue. "This shit was planned. Open your eyes. You know what we heard from some buddies that ran from your guys?"
Reagan grimaced as he asked, "What?"
"They heard you were taking people out to camps, outside the city, and keeping them there to test them and shit."
"I heard about that," I said. "Your two guys, Williams and Thompson, they were talking about civilian camps. Is that where everyone got sent to?"
"Sounds like some Hitler shit to me," said Hero.
"Yes, of course we are," said Reagan. "We have to run proper tests on people before we can allow them to mix with anyone that's clean. That's common sense. Stop trying to turn that into a conspiracy."
"Where'd all these camps spring up from? Huh?" asked Hero. "They just magically pop into being? Is it some Jellystone fucking miracle out there? Where'd the camps come from?"
Reagan was slow to answer. "They've been there for years."
"What kind of camps are they?" I envisioned simple tents, like a refugee scene from some third world country, but when he said they'd been there for years the picture I imagined changed.
Hero answered for Reagan, "Big ass, empty fucking prisons. I'm right, ain't I?"
Reagan nodded and continued to walk away from us.
Hero joyously pumped his fist and then pointed at the back of Reagan's head. "See, told ya. I fucking knew it. Man, this shit's barely even a secret. They've been setting this up for decades."
"So you've got empty prisons built around the city?" I asked. "That's where people are being taken?" I hurried to catch up with Reagan as he walked briskly south.
"We're doing what has to be done," said the old man.
"That's not the point," I said. "I'm not talking about what your team's doing. Why'd they build the prisons in the first place? Why are there plastic coffins ready and waiting to be delivered into the city? Sounds to me like Hero's on to something here. Sounds to me like you planned this."
"Damn straight," said Hero. "They've been looking forward to this forever. Time to kill the niggers and the white trash." He turned to me and patted my back. "No offense, bro."
"What's it matter why they were ready for it?" asked Reagan. "We should just be glad they were."
"That's easy for you to say, Pops," said Hero. "You ain't the one waiting in line to get gassed."
I expected Reagan to tell Hero the truth about his own impending death, but the old Captain stayed silent and continued to march on. I felt a little bad for him as Hero continued his assault.
"These white bread mother fuckers been waiting for this. They've been waiting for it. Biding their time and dreaming of the day when they could wipe us all out. They'll take their families and build a new America, all pasty white like fucking Elmer's glue and shit. I bet his family's doing just fine. Sitting in some grand ass estate, waiting for the slaves to be delivered from the city to plow his fields."
Reagan turned with explosive intent. Hero and I didn't have time to react to his sudden action and we both cried out as the old man attacked. He pulled Hero's shotgun away and threw it to the side. Then he pressed his forearm against the young black man's throat and I saw the glint of steel flash between them. There was a knife in his hand. He'd cut the glove of his hazmat suit and now his uncovered hand pressed through the hole with a knife at Hero's throat.
"Shoot him," said Hero. "Shoot this mother fucker."
The Captain put his right leg between Hero's and then dragged his victim to the ground. They squirmed on the lawn of a vacant house and Reagan's superior fighting skills became quickly apparent. His blade shined in the afternoon sun as it pressed against Hero's flesh.
"Let him go," I said meekly.
"Listen up, my friend," said Reagan to Hero. His voice hissed through his tightly clenched jaw. "My son, my black, adopted son, died protecting his mother two days ago in this city. He died and came back as a fucking zombie. Do you hear me?"
"Let him go, Reagan." I pressed the barrel of my pistol against the back of the Captain's head.
"I listened to the whole thing happen on my phone right before the cell towers went down. Do you know who found them?" He pressed the knife harder against Hero.
"Who?" asked the frightened young man on the dirt.
"I did. I had to be the one to put a bullet through my boy's head. Now, if you think I'm going to put up with listening to you accuse me of knowing this was going to happen, well my friend, we're going to have problems. Are we clear?"
"Yes," said Hero.
"Are we clear?"
"Yes sir."
Reagan hopped up from his squatted position and looked at me. His grimace turned to a sudden, comical smile as he flipped the knife around and offered me the hilt. I backed away with the gun still pointed at him.
"Take it," he said. "I've been meaning to give it to you all afternoon."
"Drop it," I said. He terrified me and I didn't dare go near him. My gun trembled and I grabbed it with both hands to steady it.
"What the fuck?" asked Hero as he got up. "Didn't you pat this guy down? You just let him carry around a knife like that?"
Reagan let the simple knife fall to the ground. It was a double-sided blade, about four inches long, with a black, rubber hilt that bounced when it hit the dirt. Hero scooped it up quickly.
"He's not the smartest turd in the toilet," said Reagan.
 








CHAPTER SIX
- CLEAR THE CORNERS
 

We made Reagan take off his hazmat suit, which left him in a pair of thin sweats and a white undershirt. His fragile appearance in his ratty undergarments belied his abilities. This old dog bit a hell of a lot more than he barked.
15th Avenue wasn't far and we knew there would be a military presence in that area. Hero and Reagan stayed in the alley as I snuck between a pair of brick homes and peered into the street. I didn't have my mask anymore, but I still had the white suit to help me blend in if necessary.
I could hear trucks moving nearby, but I didn't see them along the avenue. Men from Bravo Unit were working to my left, about fifty yards away, but they were focused on the houses and I waited for them to enter one. Once they were out of sight I waved at Hero and Reagan to follow. We ran across the street, I was in front with Hero in back and Reagan sauntering between.
"This is stupid," said Reagan as we moved across the street. "Nothing past here's been cleared. We're headed into a dangerous area."
"It's been cleared," said Hero. "After the evacuation they sent guys in full body armor up and down the streets. They told us all to get inside and then wiped out anything that moved."
"That was the Strike Team. They weren't here to fully clear. That was just an initial assault. Streets only. Do me a favor and clear the corners before you move past them."
"What?" I asked.
"Before you go running out around a corner, just do me a favor and check first. Clear the corners."
"All right," I said. "We're not planning on going in too many places, so it should be fine."
"Just do as I ask."
"So what group were you in?" asked Hero.
"Bravo. We're the final clean up unit before the bombing."
"Bombing?" I said. "If they're planning on bombing the place, why clean it out first?"
"Not everything is getting torched. Certain high rises around the city are condemned. We secured the perimeters and locked up anything that was left inside. The areas with the red marks on the doors are going to be taken out from above."
"Like downtown?" asked Hero. "All those office buildings?"
"No," said Reagan. "The developments, like the Baylor Projects up north."
"Oh, I get it," said Hero. "Where all the poor folks live." He shook his head in disgust. "Fucking pieces of shit, man. I swear."
"The buildings were evacuated first. Alpha had a squad out front of each building announcing the evacuation for an hour," said Reagan.
"Yeah, sure, cause us black folks love to come running out to do what the police say. That's pretty much what we live for." Hero shook his head and spat. "Dumb ass. How many folks you think were scared up there, hiding in their homes, waiting for you to leave? You signed their fucking death warrant."
"It's not our fault if they chose to stay. We tried our best."
"I'd bet good money you spent all the time in the world clearing out the precious high rises downtown. Didn't you?" asked Hero. "You didn't stand outside of them, screaming at folks to run. I bet those buildings ain't getting bombed."
"That's a different scenario," said Reagan.
"Oh yeah? How so? Is it different because they're owned by wealthy folk? Or is it different cause no fucking families, with little kids, are hiding in them? You're willing to bomb people's houses, but not the office buildings. You had to make sure the office buildings stayed nice and pretty. Sounds like you guys have your priorities all jacked up."
"Next time you organize a massive, country-wide bioterrorism clean up, go ahead and let me know so we can compare notes."
"When are the bombings supposed to start?" I asked.
"Tomorrow morning. Why?"
I grinded my teeth and quickened my pace. "I've got friends back there at the salvage yard, near the Baylor Projects."
"Sorry to hear that," said Reagan.
"Don't worry, I'll get them out of here before the morning."
He didn't respond and we stayed silent for the next several minutes as we entered a commercial section of the city. There was a shopping mall separating us from 13th Avenue and we had to climb a wooden fence to get into the alley that ran around the back.
"We should grab some food in the mall," said Hero. "I'm starving."
"Stay away from the malls," said Reagan. "They're packed."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"People flocked to the malls when this all started. I don't know why, but thousands of people thought it would be a good idea to hide in shopping malls."
Hero and I both said, "Dawn of the Dead," at nearly the same time.
"What's that?" asked Reagan.
"A movie from a few years ago," I said. "About a group of people that hide out in a mall during a zombie outbreak."
"A few years ago?" asked Hero as if I'd offended him. "Fuck that, man. The real movie came out way back in the seventies. The new one's bullshit."
"I think I remember that," said Reagan. "It was by the guy that did the other one, Night of the Living Dead."
"George Romero," said Hero with reverence.
"What, are you some sort of horror aficionado?" I asked.
"I like a good horror flick, no doubt, but it's my brother that's a freak with it. He's nuts about that shit."
"Sounds like I'd get along with him," I said.
"You probably would, man. He's into all sorts of weird stuff. He even listens to white boy music."
"Oh yeah? Like what?"
"Heavy metal and shit like that. Pisses me off man. I hate that garbage."
"I don't believe it," said Reagan as he shook his head and gave a bemused smirk.
"What?" I asked.
"You and I actually agree on something," he said as he looked at Hero. "Heavy metal is horrible. You can't understand what they're saying. It's just a bunch of noise."
"Exactly," said Hero.
"Listen to the Odd Couple here, finally agreeing on something," I said. "It's a shame you're both so wrong about it though."
"Are you a fan of that shit?" asked Hero.
"Hell yeah. Heavy Metal's awesome."
Both Hero and Reagan groaned at me and then a third growl joined them. We all stopped and looked around to see where the noise had come from.
"You heard that too?" asked Hero.
"Yeah," I said. "I don't know where it is though."
A dumpster further up the alley jerked to the side and I saw a hand flop down to the pavement from behind it. There was a bulbous corpse hidden beside the large container and it slid out into the alley as we watched. The creature's legs were mangled, as if they'd been eaten, and I could see part of his left femur as he pulled himself along. Flies buzzed around his eyes and drooping jaw. Air escaped its throat in a guttural moan. Black ooze billowed out of its side as the zombie's skin grinded against broken glass in the alley.
"Nasty." Hero succinctly encapsulated my feelings as he cringed at the sight of our new obstacle.
"If we hurry we can get around it." I moved to the side, next to the wooden fence, and started to walk quickly by.
"Let's just cap it," said Hero.
"I don't want to risk the noise. Besides, there's plenty of room. It's moving slow."
I went first, with Reagan close behind, but the creature was more agile than I'd expected. It covered a lot of ground and Hero was nervous to follow. The corner of the building was right behind me when I turned to tell Hero to hurry.
"Clear the corner," said Reagan as he walked toward me. He looked at me as if I'd made yet another dumb mistake, but his expression changed to sudden shock. My mind registered his alarm, but there was no time to defend myself from the zombie that latched on to my back from around the side of the building.
Its hands clasped my shoulder and pulled at me. I heard the air escape its lungs as the zombie's mouth opened beside my neck. Spittle soaked the skin of my shoulder as the monster tried to sink its teeth in.
Reagan reacted before I could. I felt his arm slide across the back of my neck. The teeth that had touched my skin retreated. The creature's grip on my shoulder was pulled away and I stumbled until it lost its hold.
"Fuck," said Reagan as the zombie writhed beneath him. The inner part of his right arm had come between my shoulder and the zombie's teeth, and he paid the price for interfering. My attacker had a tight grip on Reagan's arm and bit into his flesh with ease. Bright red blood exploded onto the zombie's face as the Captain pushed it to the ground. Reagan ripped his arm out of the zombie's maw and then grabbed onto either side of its head.
One quick twist later and the zombie's neck was broken.
I stared down at the creature that almost killed me and the man that saved my life with an equal amount of fear. Reagan straddled the rotted corpse and I noticed that the creature's face was riddled with sores. It was as if its skin had been burned by acid.
Hero kicked the fat zombie that he had been trying to move past and ran to meet us. We helped Reagan up and I saw the extent of his wound. Blood surged out of his forearm and down his hand. It streamed off the tip of his middle finger as we walked.
"And that," he said as we pulled him along, "is why you clear the fucking corners."
 








CHAPTER SEVEN - KILLING KIDS
 

There'd been a massacre in the shopping mall. The set of four glass doors on the side of the building were shattered and trails of blood led out like a macabre red carpet. Corpses were strewn around the parking lot and the buzz of flies was deafening as we approached.
I made sure to check the corner before we passed in front of the broken doors. The hallway of the mall was dark, but I could see the havoc that had been wreaked inside. I wondered what could have caused so much damage as my foot crunched the broken glass. All of the shattered fragments of the door had been blown outward and there was a fine white powder covering everything. There were several tracks of footprints leading in and out of the powder as if people had been traipsing through it.
"Looks like a bomb went off here," I said.
"Lots of bombs exploded after the power went off," said Hero. "There were planes dropping bombs and fuckers in black armor rolling down the street plugging anything that moved."
"They blew out the bridges," I said. "I was right under one of them."
"That was part of the Strike Team," said Reagan. He dismissed the conversation with a wave and headed to the mall's entrance. "Let's go in here. I need to find something to wrap my arm up with."
The Captain went in first. Blood cascaded down his arm as he passed and Hero looked at me in concern. We let the old man walk a few yards into the mall and then Hero started to whisper to me.
"We should ditch him. He got bit. He's going to turn into a zombie."
"I don't know," I said. "He knows where we're headed."
"So? We can go grab my bro and your mom and then get the fuck out of town."
I watched Reagan as he walked through the hallway. He left a trail of footsteps and blood drops through the fine white powder. He had his left thumb pressed tightly against his inner elbow to help stem the flow of blood. His wound was bad, but it barely slowed him down.
"I can't just leave him. He saved my life."
Hero gave me a queer glance. "What? He'll kill us the first chance he gets. You know that."
"I don't think so. He could have killed both of us by now if he wanted to. He almost killed you twice already and we've barely known you for half a fucking hour. And if he wanted me dead, he would've let that zombie take me out." I looked at him and shrugged. "I can't leave him yet. I owe him my life. If you want to skip out I'd understand."
It looked like he considered it for a moment, but then smiled and slapped me on the back. "Naw, bro. I got your back. Let's just agree that if the old man starts wigging out, we'll pop him. Deal?"
"Deal."
We followed Reagan into a tuxedo shop as he searched for something to dress his wound with. He had his arm held out straight, slightly above chest level, and squeezed his thumb against it when he looked at us in exasperation. "Are you going to help me or what?"
For some reason, the thought of him needing our help hadn't occurred to me. "Sorry. What do you need?"
"Try to find some scissors."
The front of the small shop had been destroyed by whatever bomb went off in the mall, but the sales counter was relatively undamaged. Hero went into the back and I started to scavenge through the miscellaneous items under the counter.
"Got lots of pens, measuring tape, some rubber bands…"
"What type?" asked Reagan.
I picked up one of the myriad rubber bands and showed it to him. He shook his head and asked me to find a thicker one. Hero came out of the back room with a large pair of scissors and looked wary to offer them to the old man.
"Great," said Reagan. "Start cutting up one of those shirts. Make a few long strips, about three inches wide." I found a few thicker rubber bands and held them up for Reagan to see. "Those'll work. Give them here." He reached out to take them with his left hand, releasing the pressure on his vein. Blood started to rush out of his arm again. He swiftly slid the rubber band onto his wrist, twisted it, and then looped it back over again to form a tighter bind. He took a few deep breaths before sliding the band up over his thick forearm. The rubber scraped against his open wound and he cringed as the twisting band tore at his flesh, but this was the best way he could ensure the band would be tight enough around his elbow.
He put his arm out for Hero to help. "I need you to wrap one of those strips around my elbow. Then slide this rubber band up over it. Billy, look for some sort of soft material. Something I can put on the bite."
There was a round, plastic cup next to the cash register that had a pink sponge in it. The clerks that worked at this shop used it to wet their fingers when counting money and I thought it would be perfect. "There's this," I showed it to him.
"I can't use that, they put their fingers all over that. I need something sterile."
Under the counter was another one of the pink sponges, but it was still in a wrapper. I showed it to him and said, "There's another sponge, but it's hard as a rock."
"That'll be fine," said Reagan. "The blood will soften it up."
Reagan set the sponge over the bite mark and then Hero went to use a strip of white fabric to wrap it. The old Captain took the strip away from him before he could get started. "Watch out. Don't get any blood on you."
Hero stepped back and we watched Reagan bandage himself. He grunted as the cloth strip wound tighter and he efficiently used both his left hand and his teeth to do a better job wrapping than either of us could have. Within minutes he was finished and ready to go.
"How many times have you done that?" I asked. "You look like a pro."
Reagan stood up and smiled at me. "I look like a pro doing just about anything." He laughed at his own joke, but we took him seriously.
"You guys want some water?" asked Hero. "There's a fridge filled with bottled water in the break room."
"Yeah, that'd be great," I said. Hero headed into the back and I took advantage of my time alone with Reagan. "Thanks, by the way, for saving me."
"You owe me one." Reagan set his right arm on top of his head and leaned against the wall. I assumed he was trying to keep his wound elevated.
"Why'd you do it? Why'd you save me?"
"Would you prefer I hadn't?"
"Of course not. I just figured you were waiting for a chance to take me out. That would've been a pretty good time for it."
"You still haven't told me where my boys are at. If you really want to pay me back for saving your life you can use my earpiece, the one in your pocket, and radio their location over to my team. How's that sound?"
I looked down and recalled the image of William's death at my hands. "Maybe. Not yet, though. Not until we're safe."
We heard a commotion from the back of the shop. It sounded like water bottles smashing against the floor and we both ran to see what had happened.
The back room was littered with coat racks and fabric. There was a small table and chairs set against the far wall with a fridge beside it. Next to that was a threshold to another room and Hero stood within it, staring away from us. Bottles of water rolled around at his feet.
"What's wrong?" I asked.
He backed away from the office and gazed at me. His face had a frightened pallor and his eyes darted from me to the room and back again. He mouthed a few words, but none of them came out loud enough to understand.
I cautiously advanced, with a tight grip on my pistol, and peered into the room. A man in a suit dangled by an electrical cord tied to the ceiling. There was a sign on his chest printed in thick black letters that read, "The military did this. I have proof."
Below the sign, taped to the man's stomach, was a camera.
I almost moved into the room to get the camera when Hero stopped me. "Look at his eyes," he said and pointed at the dead man's face.
It looked back at us. The man was a zombie, but the noose hampered his movement somehow. Only its face was animated as the rest of him hung motionless.
"He must have broken his neck or something," said Hero as we examined the corpse.
"Not from that height," said Reagan. "Maybe it has something to do with oxygen flow or he has swelling on his spine. I think we proved, in the alley, that these things die when you snap their necks." He picked up the creature's arm and then let go to watch it flop back down.
"Don't touch it," I said.
Reagan shrugged and showed us his bandaged arm. "What's it going to do? Infect me?"
"Look at its eyes, man," said Hero. He was transfixed. "That shit is freaky." He quivered comically. "Gives me the creeps."
"Get me a knife or something," said Reagan as he inspected the small, white camera taped to the zombie's chest. It was a Flip Camera, about the size of a large candy bar, and the lens pointed out at us.
"Get the fuck outta here," said Hero. "You're the last person I'm giving a knife to. Back up." He pulled out the blade we'd taken from Reagan earlier and cut the camera off the corpse.
I couldn't look away from the creature's eyes as they darted back and forth, watching us. Its mouth opened and closed slightly, like a hungry dog told to stay while staring at a bowl of meat. The man had been wearing a suit when he died and I tried to imagine what he looked like when alive. I didn't have to wait long to find out.
Hero turned the camera on and started to play the most recent video. The first face we saw on the tiny screen belonged to the man that dangled beside us. He was young, handsome, and well groomed. I compared the man on the screen to the dead one above me and was shocked at how dramatic the decay had ravaged him.
"I want you to see this," said the panicked clerk. He spoke to the camera as he recorded himself. He was in the tuxedo shop and there was a myriad of loud sounds that drowned out his words. It sounded like the mall was being attacked as thunderous crashes caused him to flinch again and again. "People need to see this."
He pointed the camera away from himself and to the vestibule of the mall that we'd entered moments before. It was intact, as opposed to the bombed entrance that it was now, but there was activity outside. It was hard to see what was happening other than that the doors had been propped open and figures in black were moving around outside. Reagan leaned in to get a closer look.
Then the camera swung back around to stare at the clerk. "They've closed off all the exits. They shot my boss." Again, the camera swirled to look at something else. The jarring movement of his nervous grip on the camera made it hard to focus on anything, but he let the scene sit on a crumpled mass of clothes on the floor near a bench. "There he is. They shot him. He went out to ask for help and they shot him."
I realized that the mass of cloth on the floor was a body. The sight didn't register for me until he explained what it was, and then it became all too clear. The camera swung back around to look into the sweating clerk's pale face as he stammered.
"It's the military. They're killing people. They're just fucking shooting us. Doesn't matter who we are, or anything. They're just shooting you the second they see you."
A woman's voice called out from the hallway and the clerk looked away from the camera to see what was happening. He turned the camera around and we saw a woman in a dress leading a little boy, no older than five, toward the exit. She waved her hand in the air as she spoke to the soldiers outside.
"We've been hiding in the restroom. Please help us."
"No!" said the clerk. The camera wobbled as he tried to call out to the woman. "Don't go out there. Don't go…"
The woman heard him and turned to look into the tuxedo shop. Then the microphone of the camera struggled to capture the sound of a rifle shot. The sudden blast startled Hero and me.
When the camera settled again we saw the child standing alone in the vestibule. He glanced down to his right at his dead mother, but he didn't move. Then there was a second gunshot and I had to stop watching.
I turned away from the camera's grisly display and locked eyes with the old Captain. His face bore a sadness that revealed his defeat. Reagan had been a beacon of assurance and determination until now. He had accepted the duty of a soldier with the understanding that the horrors he inflicted were meant to serve the greater good. His resilience had been shattered.
"Who's the good guy now?" I asked.
Reagan didn't answer me. He just stared down in contemplation as he grinded some of the white powder between his fingers.
 








CHAPTER EIGHT -
CHANGING ROLES
 

"They must've had a reason," said Reagan.
"Fuck that," said Hero as he stopped the video and put the camera in his pocket. We didn't have the stomach to watch any more even though the video went on for several more minutes. "Ain't no way you can tell me that little kid was a threat. I just watched your goons put a bullet in a little boy's head."
"The mall was probably infected. They must have found results that showed it couldn't be saved."
"That was the strike team though," I said. "They were supposed to clear the streets. That's what you told us."
Reagan was quick to respond as the conversation grew tense. "The streets and any buildings that were lost causes."
"What about the camps?" asked Hero. "Why didn't they take that kid and his mom to a camp? Isn't that what they were supposed to be doing?"
"Yes," said Reagan. His response came out weak, nearly a whisper.
Hero pushed the butt of his gun against Reagan's right shoulder in an aggressive move as he shouted, "Isn't that what they were supposed to do?"
"Yes." Reagan said louder and slapped the gun away.
"Well, looks to me like they took that kid to camp Bullet-In-The-Head. What's that about, Cap? Huh? What the fuck did your guys do that for?"
"I don't have to explain this to you."
Hero took a step back and pointed the shotgun at Reagan. "Bullshit. I'm exactly the mother fucker you need to explain this shit to."
"Let's calm down." I tried to control the situation, but the argument had escalated into a shouting match that I couldn't stop.
"Think about what happened the last time you pointed that gun at me," said Reagan.
Hero took another step back and bumped into the corpse strung up in the center of the room. The collision startled Hero, but he was able to keep his gun pointed at Reagan without wavering. He was far more scared of the Captain than any zombie. "Go ahead and try something, old man," said Hero. "I'll gladly put my last buckshot in your ugly ass face."
"Do you honestly think I like seeing that video?" asked Reagan. His voice took on a more sympathetic tone. "I hate that as much as you do. More, probably. God damn it. I don't know what that was about. I don't know."
I could see the Captain struggle to make sense of what we'd seen. It affected him deeply, and I knew it was hard for him to watch.
"Maybe you need to accept what's going on here," said Hero. "Time to wake the fuck up and take a look around. This isn't a standard response to a virus or something. This is genocide. They're wiping us out."
Reagan fished a necklace out from under his shirt. It was a silver cross on a thin rope chain. He kissed the top and held it up to show us. "See this? It's a cross that was given to me by General Richard J. Covington. Do you know who that is?"
I shook my head and Hero said dismissively, "Nope."
"General Covington is one of the greatest men in this country and he's the one heading this operation up. There's no one in the world I respect more than that man. So, if you're trying to convince me that Covington, my good, personal friend, has ordered the wholesale slaughter of millions of people for, from what I've been able to gather from you, no good reason at all. Well, son, you're talking pure nonsense."
"What more proof do you need?" asked Hero as he pat his pocket where the camera was. "You need him to call you up and say that he did it?"
"I have faith in that man," said Reagan. "Nothing you can say will change that. There must've been a reason for what they did here. I know it's hard for you to believe, but that's the truth."
Hero gave up and left the back room after cursing a few more times. Reagan and I didn't say anything as we grabbed a couple of the bottles of water that Hero had dropped.
I expected Hero to be gone when we came back to the front of the shop, but he was waiting for us. His shotgun rested over his right shoulder as he walked over the debris in the hall in front of the tuxedo shop. He stopped in the spot where the boy and his mother had been shot, but there were no bodies there now. The white powder was missing from the place that they had died. There were footsteps leading away from the bare spot they left behind.
Hero shook his head and said, "Fuck it. Let's get out of here. Let's get out of this God damn city."
We stayed quiet as we left the mall. The knowledge of what happened here, less than a day ago, disturbed me as we made our way down the avenue toward Venture Street. I heard noises from far off, probably made by Bravo Team as they cleared the streets north of us, and every crash sounded like a gunshot to me now. I cringed after every one.
"Let's go through the back," said Hero as we neared his building. "I don't want to go up on Venture. They might see us. Be quiet."
Hero and his brother lived in a corner building that housed a liquor store and a health food shop on street level. The apartments above stretched for six stories and we were able to get into the building from a rear entrance that had been propped open with a brick. Hero guided us in and then kicked the brick away to let the door shut and lock behind us.
The entrance opened into a hallway and a staircase that led to the apartments above. It was eerily similar to the hallway where I'd choked Williams to death an hour ago.
Hero ascended the stairs two at a time with a graceful, quick stride. He called down to us to hurry as Reagan and I ascended slowly. The rickety wooden stairwell groaned beneath us and the railing wiggled in my grip. The stairs were dark except for the glow of the exit signs that were lit by the building's back-up power.
The brothers' apartment was on the fourth floor, near the stairwell. Hero knocked on the door in three quick taps followed by a short pause and then two taps. We waited for a minute before he tried the knock again.
"Mother fucker, come on," said Hero. He slammed the door with the side of his fist and then did the special knock again. "I did the fucking knock. Let me in, Mark."
A stern voice came from the other side, "That wasn't the knock, idiot. It's four, wait, two."
"You can hear it's me," said Hero. "Open up."
The mail slot on the front of the door opened and I saw a pair of eyes staring through. It snapped back shut. "Who's with you?"
"They're cool," said Hero. "They're with me. Come on, Mark, open the fucking door."
"One of them has a hazmat suit on," said Mark. He spoke with such a drastically different inflection from Hero that I wondered if this was someone other than his brother.
"He's cool. That's Billy. He killed a dude and stole his suit."
"I didn't kill anyone," I said for Reagan's benefit.
"Damn it, Levon," said Mark. "Why are you bringing them here?"
"I came to get you, dumb ass," said Hero. "Were getting the fuck out of the city before they blow it to hell. Now let us in."
"Where's Aunt Dee?"
"She was gone. Now let us in."
Mark yelled at Hero as we listened to the locks on the other side of the door unlatch. Finally, the door opened and a katana burst out, pointed at my face. Hero slapped the sword aside and chastised his brother for having it.
Mark was a young, black man in a wheelchair. His head was shaved and he wore a thin t-shirt that showed off his muscular upper frame. He had multiple piercings on his face and rings in his ear that stretched the hole in his lobe wide enough to fit a finger through. Despite the startling differences between the two men's personalities, it was clear they were identical twins.
"Guys, this is my bro," said Hero. "Mark, this is Billy and Reagan. Stop giving Billy the evil eyes, save those for the old fuck. He's one of the douchebags. He's the one shooting kids."
Mark spun the wheels on his chair so that he rolled back and to the side. His wheelchair was an impressive piece of machinery. It was taller than most I'd seen and had a subwoofer under the seat. There were speakers soldered to the frame near the handles and a dock for an mp3 player on the armrest beside a joystick that controlled the chair's movement. I guessed that the battery on the chair was dead or he was saving energy as he manually rolled around the small loft.
"Why the hell did you bring him here?" asked Mark.
"Long story, man," said Hero. "Let's just get our shit and get out of here."
"Do you have some clothes I could wear?" I asked. "This suit is hot as hell. I'm drenched in sweat."
"Yeah, no problem."
"Thanks, Hero," I said.
Mark started to laugh and Hero shot him a dirty glance. "You got them to call you that?"
"That's my name, asshole," said Hero.
"No it isn't. You're name's Levon." He turned to me and said again, "His name's Levon. He used to try to get everyone to call him Hero, but no one ever did."
"Bullshit," said Levon. "Lots of people call me Hero."
"Like who?" asked Mark.
"Plenty of folks."
"Yeah right."
Levon threw me a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt that he took from a dresser against the wall. I happily unzipped the cumbersome suit and climbed out of it. My clothes were soaked with sweat and I had to worm my way out of them. I held on to the pistol as I changed, just in case Reagan decided to take advantage of the situation in some way.
"You want that hammer?" asked Reagan as he picked up the pants I'd been wearing. I'd slid the hammer through one of the belt loops and there was a screwdriver poking out from one of the pockets.
"What do you guys think?" I asked Levon and Mark. "I grabbed a screwdriver and a hammer earlier. Can I put them in your chair for the time being?"
"If you can find room," said Mark. "The sub I've got hooked up down there and the battery take up a lot of space. You don't have to worry about the sword here though, I got the scabbard sewn into the back of the chair for it."
"That's a hell of a rig you've got set up," I said as Reagan took the tools over to the chair and searched for space to put them.
"He's a mobile party ninja," said Levon as he gathered pictures and other trinkets from his dresser to take with us. "Shame all he listens to is that metal shit."
"That's right," I said. "Hero, or Levon, said you were into good music." I emphasized the word 'good' to tease Mark's brother.
"Huge metal freak," said Mark about himself. "You?"
"Oh yeah. Big time."
"Check out my iPod." Mark handed me his mp3 player and I started to search through the artists. He had an impressive collection that far outdid my own.
Reagan tapped my shoulder and handed me a note. It was the scrap of paper that Laura had written the name of the antibiotic on. 'Doripenem.' I thanked him and then continued to browse Mark's music.
"I've got to take a piss," said Reagan.
"Plumbing's shut down," said Mark. "But you can piss in the sink if you want. Toilet's full of my brother's shit."
"Is that what the smell's from?" I asked.
"Yes. I've been sitting here in the stink all fucking day," said Mark.
Reagan went to the bathroom and I watched as Levon and Mark gathered their things. They argued over what they should bring and I laughed at their interaction. They were twins, but their personalities were entirely different. Levon was abrasive and cocky, but Mark had the ability to cut him down to size in seconds.
My earpiece chimed to alert me that a new message was coming in. The tiny earpiece fit so perfectly that I kept forgetting it was there.
"Williams and Thomas have been found. They are KIA. I repeat, Williams and Thomas are KIA. Captain Reagan is still missing."
I wondered if I should replace the one in my ear with Reagan's unit. It would probably give me more information than the one I had in now. I reached in my pocket to retrieve it and then remembered I was wearing a pair of Levon's jeans now. The Captain's earpiece was in the sweat-drenched pants I'd just taken off.
The pair on the floor.
The pair that Reagan had just searched through.
My heart sank and I rushed to search the pockets of my discarded pants. The earpiece was missing. I looked at the bathroom door where the Captain had gone. If he had the earpiece then he just heard the truth about Williams and Thomas.
I got out my pistol and prepared to shoot Reagan if needed. I watched the door as if waiting for a zombie to appear. Mark and Levon continued to argue about the items they would bring and were oblivious to the tense situation that played out beside them in the loft. I knew that Williams was dead, but to hear that the other one had died made me nauseous. I was a murderer twice over, but none of that mattered now. If Reagan had the headset then I was certain I would have to kill him to get away.
I tried to imagine the different ways this could've gone. Would the old man come charging out on a warpath to kill me? Would he call me in there to try and contain the situation and murder me without the brothers noticing? Or had he pried open a window and escaped? What was taking him so long?
Reagan appeared in the threshold and said, "It stinks like something died in there."
He didn't know. I breathed a sigh of relief and put the gun in my pocket. The earpiece must have slipped out of my pants at some point during our trip.
Mark tossed a set of keys onto a table near the door. "Won't be needing these anymore. I'm ready to get the hell out of here. How about you guys?"
"Yeah, same here," said Levon. He shoved a pack of things he'd collected into the space under Mark's chair. "I think the elevators are on the back-up, if you want to take those."
"Fuck that," said Mark. "Who knows what'll be waiting for you when the doors open. You'll have to carry me down."
"God damn it. That chair's heavy."
"It's not that heavy," said Mark.
"With you in it, it sure the hell is."
"He can help out. Right Billy?" Mark asked me as he rolled to the door and halfway into the hall.
"Sure." I motioned at Reagan to head for the door as Levon got behind his brother to push the wheelchair.
"You out of juice?" asked Levon.
"Not yet," said Mark. "I just want to save as much power as I can."
Levon pushed his brother out of the apartment and down the hall as Reagan walked behind them. The old Captain reached the doorway and set his hand on the frame to his right. I almost bumped into him as he paused and when I looked up I saw his knuckles had turned white from the force with which he held the trim. A trickle of blood leaked out of the bandage as the muscles of his forearm tensed.
I was about to ask what was wrong when he turned on me. He spun to his right and used his left hand to violently shut the door. His right foot smashed into the side of my leg and I tumbled to the ground. My head bounced off the wooden floor and I struggled to find the gun in my pocket.
Reagan latched a bolt on the door to keep the brothers out and then dropped down over me. He had the screwdriver that I'd stolen from the supply closet where I'd left Williams and Thomas. He must have pretended to put it under Mark's chair and then pocketed it. The edge pressed into my throat as the Captain used his right hand to reach for my gun.
I tried to fight with him for control of the pistol, but he dug the screwdriver into my throat until I had to give in. It felt like the tool would pierce me any second.
Levon screamed from the other side of the door and pounded on it. Reagan held the screwdriver with his left hand and the pistol with his right. He gritted his teeth and leaned in close to speak to me.
"You killed them."
"I'm sorry," I said. "Please don't kill me."
"Get up," said Reagan as he took the screwdriver away from my throat. I did as he asked and he turned me around so that my back faced the door. He pushed me against it and I felt the pounding on the other side as Levon tried to get in.
"Billy's on the other side of the door." Reagan shouted to the twins. "If you try to shoot the door down you'll kill him. If you try to kick it in I'll shoot him."
The pounding stopped. Reagan pulled his earpiece out of his pocket and put it on.
"You okay, Billy?" asked Levon.
"Yes. He's telling the truth. I'm on the other side. Don't shoot."
"You boys should just take off," said Reagan. "Billy and I have some things to talk about."
"Fuck that, old man," said Levon. "You fuck with him, you fuck with me. Got it?"
"Just tell me why," said Reagan to me. "Why'd you kill those boys?"
"Why'd you kill those kids?" I asked.
"I never killed any kids."
"You stood by and let it happen though. At least I was fighting for my life. You just stood by and let other people die."
"Did you know that Williams had a kid on the way?"
"Yes," I said. "But didn't you say you were all already infected? What's it matter if he died back there or later?"
"I said I was infected. I never said they were."
"They were taking their helmets off too. They had them off and were smoking. If the bacteria went airborne, then they'd be infected too. And I heard them saying that they were cut off from the other civilians in the camps. Is that because the civilians were infected, or was that because they were?"
"I don't know what you're getting at," said Reagan, but I knew he was lying. I could see it in his grey eyes.
"Did they know they were going to die?" I asked. "Did they know everyone in the city was already considered infected? Did you tell them they were going to die, just like you?"
"You don't know what you're talking about." His voice trembled.
"You said it yourself, Reagan. No one's making it out of here alive. You said it yourself, but you never told them. You signed their death warrant and you never even told them about it. Is that why you're so pissed at me for killing them? Are you pissed at me because I got to them first? You already killed them, didn't you? They just weren't dead yet."
His lip quivered and the pistol he pointed at me started to shake. Devastation was evident on his face and I knew I was right.
"I didn't want to do it," I said. "I never wanted to kill anyone. It was the worst thing I've ever done. I'll never get over it. I didn't want to do it. I didn't mean for that to happen."
Reagan glanced at the floor and then back up at me as he lowered the gun. "You're right," he said. "They've all been infected, but they don't know it. We've been quarantined, but the boys think it's the civilians that are sick. That's why we're moving so fast. That's why we're pulling out tonight and letting them drop bombs in the morning. Because by then our boys will be feeling the effects." He raised the gun to point it at me again. "None of us can make it out of this city alive, but I thought I could give those kids a chance to see their families one last time. You stole that away from them."
I was terrified that he was about to shoot me. I scrambled to come up with a reason for him to let me live. "You told me something earlier, about a kid with a bomb strapped to his back. You said it would be best just to kill him. Right?"
"Yes. That's why we all have to die here."
"What if it were your kid?" I asked in haste before he pulled the trigger. "What if you had to kill your own son? Would you do it, or would you try to figure out a way to save him?"
"I did kill my son."
"I know, but what if you could've saved him. You would have tried, right?"
"Get to the point."
I fished the piece of paper out of my pocket and read it to him. "Doripenem. They said it was the cure. On the radio, they said this was the cure." I held it out for him to see.
"It's probably not," said Reagan.
"But what if it is? What if they're right? If you shoot me now, it's like killing that kid without ever giving him a chance to get the bomb off his back."
Reagan relaxed and lowered the gun. "Where can you get that stuff at?"
"There's a pharmacy on the way back to the docks. I can stop in there and grab some. We can try it on you first. To see if it works."
Reagan smiled and shook his head. "That's not going to happen."
"Why not? Give this a chance. If it works then we could save a lot of people's lives. Why won't you just give it a chance?"
"I will, but not on me. I'll tell my superiors about the rumor and we'll go from there." He pressed the button on his earpiece that would allow him to speak with his men and I heard the familiar chirp in my ear before his voice chimed in through the earpiece. "This is Captain Reagan. I'm alive. I was taken hostage."
"Don't do this," I pleaded.
Reagan looked at me and winked. "I'm alone now. I've been bitten and will need evac. Williams and Thomas were killed by one of the police fugitives and I was taken hostage. I escaped, but the fugitives are still on the loose. They're headed west, to the yachts in Paramour Park." He clicked the button again to turn his microphone off. "That should give you some time."
"I don't understand," I said. "Why aren't you coming with us? We might be able to save you if we can get some of this stuff."
"I gave up on me a long time ago."
There were three quick pounds on the door behind me. "What's going on in there?" asked Levon from the hall.
"I'm fine. Give us a second," I said back.
"You'd better get going," said Reagan. "Find that medicine, get your mom, and make it to the docks. I'll give you time to get there, but I can't let you leave the city. Not until I know the cure works. Understand?"
"Not really," I said.
Regan put up his finger to keep me quiet as he answered a message that came in through his earpiece. I wasn't privy to what he was being told, but he answered quickly.
"I'll give you my location in a second. Hold on." Then he clicked his microphone off again to continue speaking with me. "They won't give you the chance to test this cure if I turn you in. I don't know what's going on in the city anymore, but if there's a chance to stop this from getting worse, then I'm willing to give you a shot. Get the cure, get to the docks, and wait for me to contact you. I'll send a couple of the medics from Alpha Squad out there to meet you. They can scan for the infection. If, after you take that stuff, you're clean, then we can go from there."
"What about you?" I asked.
"I'll tell them about the cure and see what happens. Hopefully they'll test it out, but I'm not sure of anything anymore. I'd rather have you out there as my wildcard. You've been a pain in my ass since we met, but I've got to admit, you're a tenacious little shit. I'd feel better knowing you were out there trying to figure this mess out."
I wanted him to come with us. As we stood there in the twins' apartment and stared at one another, I felt I needed him. He could offer me something I'd lost, something I never knew I needed so much. His strong will, determination, and strength of character inspired me, and losing him felt like losing my father a second time.
"Don't go," I said.
He flipped the gun around and held the handle out to me. "Here, you'll need this."
"Come with us."
"Bill, take it." He shook the gun to prompt me. I reached out and took the gift with both hands as if it were something precious he was entrusting me with. "Now go get your mom."
I unlatched the lock on the door and was about to leave him when he stopped me to say one last thing.
"Hey Bill," he lit a cigarette and took a long drag as he stared at me through squinted eyes. "You're the good guy now."
I nodded and left. It wasn't until sometime later that I realized I had no idea where he got the cigarette and lighter. I never did frisk the son of a bitch.
 








CHAPTER NINE - GOODNIGHT MY SON
 

Mark and Levon were pissed, and they tried to confront Reagan when I finally opened the door. I pleaded with them to leave while the old man stood in their apartment, smoking his mysteriously produced cigarette. He grinned at them as if more than happy to fight if necessary. I finally calmed them down and we left the apartment behind.
Levon and I carried Mark down the stairs, which was a lot harder than I'd expected. I took the top as Levon squatted beneath his brother's chair and labored through each step.
Mark told me that his brother was used to this, and that it was good exercise for him. Levon had been a track star, but life after high school left little time for running. Mark, on the other hand, had found new life as an athlete after high school. He'd joined a Murderball league a year back and had been exercising endlessly since, which explained his massive chest and arms.
Once we were back on the street, and had checked for any military presence, we ran down 13th Avenue. This section of town wasn't abandoned, at least not completely. I spied several cautious faces peering out of windows at us as we went along. Mark saw them too.
"Shouldn't we tell these people to get out of here?" he asked.
Levon panted as he ran behind his brother, pushing the wheelchair. "Fuck that. What're we going to do? Stop at every damn building and yell at them. We don't have that kind of time." I thought about how he'd yelled at Reagan for doing the same sort of thing at the Baylor Projects, but I didn't want to argue the point. Levon was right; we didn't have any time to waste as evening loomed.
The street was littered with debris from the chaos that had enveloped the city during the evacuation. Cars packed the street and garbage was strewn about as if people had dropped what they didn't need as they ran. Then there were the bodies. No one had been here to collect them and they sat bloating amid junk we trampled through.
Catching sight of a corpse on a city street is foreign enough to startle you, but the ever-present concern of those dead bodies standing up and trying to eat you makes it considerably worse.
"Damn," said Levon. "These streets are fucked." He tried to weave his brother in and out of the mess, but it was getting harder the further we went. "I can't make it through this shit."
"They haven't sent any of the teams up here to clear this yet," I said and kicked a briefcase to the side.
"Leave me here," said Mark. "Put me in that market, there on the corner. I'll hang and wait for you guys."
"No way, bro," said Levon. "Sorry, Billy, but I can't leave my brother. You're going to have to go on without us."
"I understand. Why don't you guys head into that store and grab some food, if there's any left."
"They've got medical shit in there too," said Levon. "We can get some bandages and stuff like that. You go get your mom and meet us back here. Okay?"
"Sounds good. Thanks for this, guys. Thanks for helping me out."
"World's gone to shit, brother," said Levon. "Us rats got to stick together if we're going to get through it."
I started to walk away when I remembered the note in my pocket. "There's a pharmacy in there, isn't there?"
"Yeah. Why?"
"Here," I said as I handed him the note from Laura. "See if you can find this. It's an antibiotic they think might be a cure."
"Will do. Be careful out there, man," said Levon as he grabbed my hand and shook it in a series of movements I couldn't keep up with. "See you in a bit."
We went our separate ways and I wondered if this would be the last time I saw them. They had little reason to stay for me, and I never told them how long they should wait. However, I had a way out of the city, and that might have been enough to keep them there. They could also simply be good people that were true to their word.
Mom's apartment was above a butcher shop, a fact I bemoaned throughout my time living there. The metallic scent of blood that would rise through the vents each morning was enough to drive down the rent a good amount and I remember cherishing the rare cold mornings that could stave off that scent, even if for just a few hours. The sight of the plaster pig head that hung over the shop was something I dreaded on my walks home from school, but as I caught a glimpse of it in the distance, over the sea of cars ahead of me, I got excited.
The earpiece I'd stolen from Williams was buzzing updates into my ear every few seconds. However, the connection was getting worse as the team moved further west in search of the cops Reagan had lied about. I eventually took the crackling thing out of my ear and put it in my pocket. Then I heard someone calling down to me from above.
"Where ya going?" shouted someone from one of the windows near me.
I glanced up to see an old man gazing down at me. I waved at him and said, "Going to get my mom and get out of here. You should too."
He shook his head and furrowed his brow. His wrinkled face had the peculiar ability to nearly scrunch up and hide his eyes and mouth in his expressive disapproval. "No way. Ain't you been listenin' to the copters?"
"No, why?"
"They tellin' us to stay inside. Get to the top floor. Wait for them to come get us." He shook his arm in the air as if shooing away flies. Flaps of skin waved beneath his boney arms like flags. "Said they'd shoot us if we were on the street."
"Get off the street!" said another person from the other side of 13th Avenue. I looked over to see a fat woman leaning out her window just like her old neighbor. Her plump form barely fit through the sill and folds of her stomach flopped over the edge like pizza dough over a counter. "What are you doing down there?"
"I'm getting my mom. You should try to get out of here too. They're taking people to camps and I don't think they're planning on letting you out again." I started to walk away. I didn't have time to explain myself to them.
"Gonna get yourself killed," she yelled after me. "That's what you're doing."
"Dummy," said the old man before slamming his window shut.
"Fuck you, old man," I grumbled to myself.
I climbed onto the back of a truck's flatbed trailer to escape the mounds of garbage on the street. As I pulled myself up I felt the sting on my right hip from the collision with the concrete barrier earlier. It hadn't been more than a nuisance for most of the day, but as I hoisted myself into the truck I felt the pain emerge again.
"Son of a…" I grasped my hip and limped for a moment as the muscle in my thigh pulsed. "Should have taken some of those painkillers with me." I'd given them all to Laura. The thought of her, and the wounds she'd suffered to save Annie, made me realize how minor my own wound was. Her struggle shamed mine and I forced myself to work through the annoying cramp in my thigh.
The butcher shop was destroyed. I wasn't sure if zombies had tried to get in or if it had been the living that did it, but the place was torn apart. Every window had been broken and nothing inside looked salvageable. I was confused why this store would look like this while most of the others seemed relatively untouched, but then I figured it out: Butcher shops have knives, and when the zombie apocalypse starts, the first thing people do is look for weapons. The sidewalk was stained with dried blood, which unsettled me, and I imagined a fight breaking out beneath my mother's window. I wondered if she saw it all happen.
Beside the shop was the door to the apartments above. It was locked.
"God damn it." I didn’t have my keys. I'd left them with Kim at the boat in case she needed to get her family away from the dock. It never occurred to me that I would need them here.
There was a series of buttons beside the door that could ring each of the apartments and I didn't need to search for which one was Mom's. I put my finger on the little, dingy white button and was about to press it in when I was struck by the possibility that she might not answer.
For this entire trip that thought had never occurred to me. What if she was gone? What if she was dead?
My finger lingered over the button as I tried to imagine a world without her in it. Throughout my life she'd been the one that held my hand, literally and figuratively. While I'd spent the majority of my years being angry at her, as most teenagers do with their parents, there wasn't a day that went by without me experiencing her love. Her kind encouragement, her pride of even my most meager accomplishments, her strength of character in the face of adversity, the way she said goodnight to me, it all served as the foundation for who I'd become. I imagined her face in the threshold of my bedroom at night as she blew me a kiss and said, "Goodnight my son. My beautiful son." It was a ritual that seemed so pathetic to me once, but I now longed for.
I pushed the buzzer and waited for her voice.
And waited.
And waited.
I pushed it again, several times, but no one answered. Panic swelled in my chest and an unthinkable possibility began to creep into my mind. What if she was dead? I ran my finger across each buzzer and pressed them all. Finally, the speaker crackled as someone answered.
"Who is it?" asked a woman's voice.
"Billy."
"Who?" she asked again.
"This is Billy, from 3A. I'm Debbie's son."
"Oh Billy." The woman's voice turned pleasant for a moment, but in that same instant I heard my name taper off into a dour note. It was the widow from 4B, Abigail Harris. She'd lived here for as long as I remembered and knew everyone in the building. She was a glutton for gossip and was rarely caught without a bit of tawdry news to spill about someone or another. "You'd better come in."
The buzzer blared and the door unlocked. I threw it open and bounded up the stairs. I heard an apartment from several floors above open and footsteps enter the hall. I knew it was Abigail coming to greet me, but I didn't have time to wait for her. I needed to find Mom. I had to save her. I had to get to her in time. I was panicked and couldn't accept anything other than that she was patiently waiting in her apartment for me to save her. She had to be okay. She had to be.
I got up three floors before Abigail had time to get down one. I saw her descending the stairs as I ran past. She yelled out for me but I ignored her.
"Billy, wait!"
"No time, Abby." I tried to open the door to apartment 3A, but it was locked. I pounded and yelled, "Mom, open up. It's me."
"Billy," said Abigail. She waddled down the hall as quick as her old hips could manage. Her hair was in curlers and her face was half made up. She looked like a corpse in a casket at a funeral home.
"Have you seen my mom? Is she okay?" I pounded on the door again.
"Stop for a second," said Abby. "Honey, please, stop. Just stop."
I saw despair in her old eyes. She held her hands out to offer a hug but I glared at her and my knocks on the door turned to punches.
"Please, Billy," said Abby as she tried to step toward me. I lashed out at her advance as if trying to keep her at bay. If I ignored it, if I fought hard enough, it wouldn't be true.
I could see it in her eyes. As the first tear fell across the blush on her cheek, I knew the truth. I tried to deny it as I shook my head and told her, "no," again and again.
"I'm so sorry," she said to me. "Your mother's passed on."
"What happened?" I shouted my question and startled the old woman. She stopped trying to embrace me and took a step back as rage surged through my muscles. I kicked the door and it shuddered on the hinges.
"I've got the key, Billy," she said and fumbled with my mother's keys. "Stop it. Stop kicking the door."
"Give them to me." I held out my hand to take the keys from her. She trembled as she kept them away.
"You shouldn't." She swallowed hard as if I scared her. "Maybe you shouldn't go in there." She started to put the keys back into the pocket of her pink robe.
"Give them to me!"
She handed them over like a handbag to a mugger. I was panting from punching the door and I felt liquid dripping off my knuckles. Blood rolled down my fingers and over the key as I slipped it into the lock. There should have been pain from my self-inflicted wound, but I couldn't feel anything but dread as I went through the door of my childhood home.
Abigail shadowed me as I walked into the dark apartment. The familiar scent of home, that mix of cleaning supplies, sanitizers, favored recipes or spices, and human pheromones that pervade and individualize each of our homes, hit me as I stepped past the threshold. A thousand memories came as the smell wafted over me.
Christmases, Halloweens, and Thanksgivings all coursed through my memory as I walked back into my cold, dark home. I remembered the first time I got grounded, after getting into a fight at school. I remembered learning to cook a turkey, and how to build a tinfoil tent over the bird while it was in the oven. The memories came quicker than the tears as I tried to disbelieve what Abigail warned me of.
My mother's bedroom door was shut and I looked behind me at the old woman that was a silhouette in the doorway. "Is she in there?" I asked.
Abby nodded as she held a tissue over her nose and mouth. I started to walk to the bedroom when she stopped me. "Wait," she said and reached out to put her frail, trembling hand on my shoulder. "You should know…" she had to stop as the encroaching sobs choked her. "That she loved you. She loved you so much."
"I know."
"No you don't, Billy. You don't know at all. Honey, listen." She pulled at my shoulder to get me to turn around and look at her. She put her right hand against my cheek and then placed her left hand over my chest. "You can't know until you have a baby of your own. You don't know how much she loved you."
"I need to see her." I moved to walk away but Abigail pulled at me again to keep me beside her.
"Wait, Billy." She was crying as she tried to talk to me and I had to look away to keep from crying with her. "I'm a mom too, and a grandma, and I know what it means to love a child."
"I know, Abby."
"But your mother." She smiled and her eyes glanced upward as if recalling a sweet memory. "Oh your mother loved you so much. I swear to the Lord Jesus Christ, that woman cherished you more than anyone I've ever known. In all my years, Billy, in all my years I've never met a mother that put me to shame. But your mom, honey, she made me wish I'd been a better mother to my three boys. If I could've been half the woman Debbie was, I'd have a damn fine seat in Heaven. A damn fine seat."
"Thank you." I couldn't hold back the tears and the two of us held hands for a long moment.
Finally, Abigail let me go. She patted my chest and said, "Go ahead. Go say goodbye. I'll wait in the hall."
I was left alone to face my mother's closed bedroom door. If I opened it, there was no turning back. There's no sense trying to explain your emotions in a moment like that, but it felt as if opening the door to my mother's room was tantamount to killing her. As soon as I turned the handle, as soon as I saw her body, she would be dead and I would never have her back again.
The pearlescent handle was cold as I gravely turned it.
Sunlight poured into the room from the window over my mother's bed. The aging afternoon cast a beam of near crepuscular light over the floor of the room and onto the edge of her bed. I recalled myself as a boy running in to wake her up and ask for pancakes. I could see her face in the morning light in my memory as she woke up, turned to me, and smiled. Her wide, welcoming grin was another thing I'd taken for granted and would never have again. There was never a time that I entered a room and had not been greeted with that wide smile. She was always glad to see me, as if the sight of my face was all she needed to make her concerns melt away.
This was the first time she didn't smile when I came home.
Her body was laid out on the bed as if prepared for a funeral. Her hands were clasped over her waist and her eyes were closed. She had make-up on and wore a pretty red gown that I remembered her buying. It was a rare extravagance that spent the majority of its life tucked away in the closet. She wore a gold necklace with a locket that I recognized as a gift from my father. It held a small version of the picture my dad had kept on the boat of us together, before the divorce.
"Hi Mom." My sobs couldn't be contained any longer and I fell to my knees at her bedside. I felt like a child again as I wiped my tears off on the edge of her bed and reached out to hold her hand. Her skin was cold, and her arm was stiff from rigor mortis. I slid my hand over hers and weaved my fingers into her clasped hands as best I could.
"I can't believe you're gone. I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry I wasn't here for you." I got up and sat on the edge of the bed. I traced my finger over her face and leaned in to kiss her forehead. "I never got to tell you I got a scholarship, just like we planned. I was going to start next Fall, and I decided you were right, I was going to try and get that Law degree." I laughed at how ridiculous the thought of that sounded now. "I'm still not sure I would've made it, but I figured I should give it a shot. If it would make you proud, Mom, I would've given it a shot." Tears fell down my cheeks and dripped on her satin gown.
"You've probably already talked to Dad, huh? He's up there with you, probably bragging about how he saved my life." The thought of my Dad telling stories of his bravado in Heaven made me smile. "It's all true. He really did save my life. Do me a favor and tell him the two girls and their mom are safe. I almost screwed up and got them killed, but they're safe now. I tried to do my best. I tried to do what I thought you two would do if you were here. I tried to make you guys proud. That's all I ever wanted: To make you guys proud."
I had to take my hand away from her to wipe the tears that fell down my cheeks. "God damn it. I can't believe you're gone. I never got to say goodbye. I never got a chance to tell you how much I love you and how much you mean to me."
The sunlight that came in through the window crept over the edge of the bed. It washed over my mother's body and seemed to breath new life into her. Her skin turned from pale white to the borrowed hue of a golden sunset and it almost made her look alive again. I stood up and moved to the side to allow the light to fully embrace her. She was beautiful and serine. My sorrow felt suddenly out of place.
I pressed my forehead against hers and prayed for her safe passage. Then I turned to leave. I paused in the threshold and blew her a kiss.
"Goodnight my mother. My beautiful mother."
 








CHAPTER TEN - LOCKED IN
 

Abigail met me at the door with a handful of crumpled tissues that had been stuffed in her robe. We held each other and she stayed silent as I grieved. She would have held me for as long as I needed, but time was running out. The sun was setting and there were people that needed me.
I took a long, deep breath and tried to shake off the anguish. I pretended it worked. "We need to get out of here."
"Where are you going?" asked Abby.
"Some friends are waiting for me, down at the docks. We're getting out of the city." I took her hand and started to lead her down the hall but she didn't follow. "Let's get you some clothes and we can get out of here."
"Oh my dear, I'm not going anywhere."
"Abby?" said a man's voice from the stairs behind me. I turned to see Fred, her brother-in-law, slowly descending the stairs from the fourth floor. His posture was crooked and he struggled to steady himself on the railing as he took each step with great care. "Is everything okay?"
"Yes Freddy," she said and waved to him. "Don't try to come down. You're going to hurt yourself."
"Who's that there?" he asked and squinted at me. "Is that Billy?"
"Yes. How are you, Mr. Randell?"
"Stumbling and fumbling, like always."
"Go on," said Abby as if shooing away a bothersome stray. "Get on back upstairs. I'll be up in a minute."
"Fine, fine," he said and turned around. "Billy, tell your mother I said hello."
Abby gave me an apologetic glance and said, "I'm sorry, hon, I didn't tell him what happened."
"What did happen? How did she die?"
"She was shot. After they announced the evacuation there were just a few of us left here. Most everyone left town, but you know how your Mom was about the government." We shared a quick laugh in agreement. "They couldn't have dragged her out of here if they wanted to."
"And she never turned into one of those…"
"Zombies? No. She never got bit." She explained it as if I should have known it worked that way.
"I thought they said the infection had gone airborne."
Abby shrugged. "If so, it must not affect people that are already dead. There are bodies all over the streets."
"Do you know who shot her?"
"We're not sure. She went to the market on the corner to get some food for everyone that was left in the building, and the next thing we knew she was stumbling back in here with a bullet in her stomach. We found her on the sidewalk out front. Some folks said there was a cop hiding in the store and taking shots at anyone that came in. We haven't tried to go back since."
That startled me. "Wait. You mean the store on the corner?"
"Yes," she said.
"I've got to go."
"What's the matter?" She could see the sudden concern that overtook me.
"I've got friends that went in there." I pulled away and then pleaded with her to leave the city.
She just smiled and pointed above her head. "I've got him. We're just going to enjoy each other's company and let the world turn upside down around us for a while."
I kissed her on the cheek and thanked her for everything. She wished me luck and I was off. Levon and Mark might be in trouble and I couldn't deal with losing anyone else today. I was about to run down the street when the dried blood on the sidewalk halted me. I'd seen it when I arrived, but now I knew it belonged to my mother.
There was no time to mourn her. Not now, anyways. I had to get to the store to check on the twins.
As I approached the store I pressed myself against the brick wall, beside the window, to avoid being seen. When I dared a glance in, I saw Levon standing in the back. It was a relief to see that he was alive, but I couldn't get a good view of anything else in the store beyond the wire shelves that lined the window. I crouched and moved toward the entrance.
My new spot afforded me a better view and I carefully stood up to look over the stacked displays inside. There was a cop in there, talking to Levon and Mark. I sat back down, beneath the edge of the window and cursed my bad luck.
Then I realized this was the man that killed my mother. He was in this store, and for whatever reason he hadn't killed Levon and Mark. Abigail said it was a police officer in this store that shot my mother, and seeing this man couldn't be a coincidence. He was the murderer, and I would have my revenge.
He didn't kill the twins, so I was willing to bet he wouldn't kill me either. Maybe he had already run out of bullets, or maybe the twins had caught him by surprise. Either way, I was willing to take a chance if it meant getting the opportunity to kill the man that murdered my mother.
I stood up and casually walked in. The bells hanging above the door jingled as I entered. I kept the pistol tucked in the back of my pants, my right hand on the hilt. The man that killed my mother was less than ten yards away.
"Billy," said Levon. He smiled at me and I pretended to be happy to see him too.
"Hey man, did you find the stuff?" I asked and looked away from the officer. If he saw the hate in my eyes it would give away my intent.
"No man, it's all gone. We found the spot where it's supposed to be, but it's empty," said Mark. His chair was in the aisle ahead of me, sitting between my mother's killer and my line of sight. Levon's shotgun rested on a shelf between him and the officer. I saw the murderer look at it.
The twins had collected an impressive amount of food to take with us, but they'd let their guard down to do it. Levon carried an armful of Cheezits down the aisle toward me, leaving his shotgun behind.
"This dude's been helping us out. He broke his foot, but I figured I could carry him," said Levon. "You won't believe this shit, bro. He's headed down to the same docks we are!"
Levon moved in front of his brother, blocking my line of sight. All I could see behind him was the cop's hands reaching for the shotgun.
"Get down!" I screamed.
"Freeze," said the cop at the same time.
Levon ducked to the side and dropped his load of crackers. The cop had the shotgun pointed at the back of Mark's head. He used his left hand to move the chair to provide better cover and Mark was left to face us head on with the cop ducking down behind him.
"I'll kill him."
"What the fuck, Chuck?" said Levon as he scrambled to stand back up. "What the hell you doing?"
"I'm making the best of a bad situation." The thin, muscular cop crouched behind Mark's chair.
"Mother fucker," said Mark. "We were trying to help you."
"Sorry, buddy," said the cop. "For once in my life, it ain't the niggers I was worried about. It's your friend there."
"Who? Billy?" asked Levon.
"Yep. He's already killed a couple of us."
"Williams and Thomas?" I asked.
"No. You know who I'm talking about. My guys." He pointed at his officer's cap. "The other cops. Dave and Ron. Down at the docks."
"How many people you kill today, man?" asked Levon under his breath.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Bullshit. You killed them, but we're the ones that'll get the last laugh. We're going to kill everyone you love. We're going to kill them one by one. We'll make them beg for their lives."
"You're doing a hell of a job convincing me to kill you," I said.
"Don't fuck with me or else. I've got the upper hand here," said the cop. His hazel eyes peered at me over the back of Mark's chair. "We know you’ve been tracking us."
I took a step forward. "I don't know what you're talking about, asshole."
"Stay back. Stay the fuck back." He tried to move the wheelchair backward but Mark had flipped the brake levers and it sat still. "I know they sent you. I know they sent you to kill us. You're some kind of fucking assassin. Well, you're not getting me."
Mark looked to his right and made a stern face at his brother. They were communicating about something while I was focusing on the cop.
"I'm no killer."
"Yeah right. I heard about what you did to Dave and Ron. I heard all about it." He tapped his right ear and I saw that he was wearing an earpiece similar to the one Captain Reagan had. His was a different color, but they were the same model. "I figured you out. These dumb niggers gave away your plan."
"You should stop using that word," said Mark. "We don't like it when crackers say it."
Levon moved to the left.
"Shut up," said the cop. "I know you've been chasing me. Well, here I am. You found me. Too bad you sent the niggers in first. They fucked it all up for you."
"That's it," said Mark. He jerked his head to the left and reached up with his right hand to grab the barrel of the shotgun. He pulled it forward and pointed it between Levon and me.
Levon dove to the left as the shotgun blasted. I heard him yell in pain as he fell and pellets from the shot broke the window behind me. I rushed forward and watched as Mark and the cop struggled for the shotgun. Then Mark lost his grip.
The cop fell backward with the double barrel pointed directly at my chest as I moved around Mark's chair. Chuck started to laugh and used his one good leg to push himself back.
"I win, you piece of shit," he said and took careful aim as I calmly walked toward him. "Put your gun down. I win, dumbass. I win. I'll shoot you."
He pulled the trigger on his empty gun.
"You wasted the last shell, buddy," I said and grinned down at him. "Now it's my turn."
The desperate man threw the gun at me and I batted it away. He struggled to stand up but slipped again and again in his fumbling escape. I walked behind him, the gun pointed at his head.
"Who are you?" he asked with a whimper.
"I'm not who you think I am. I'm not an assassin; I'm just someone's kid."
He backed into a counter where I cornered him. "Please don't kill me." He said those words again and again as he closed his eyes and held his hands over his face.
I debated where to shoot him. A shot to the gut would leave him in pain, like my mother. It seemed the right thing to do and I lowered my aim to take my revenge.
He whimpered and cowered. My finger caressed the trigger. I was about to avenge my mother. I would make him pay for what he did to her. It was in my power to kill him, and I had every right.
His sobs were pathetic as he trembled in the face of death.
"You killed my mother."
"What?" he asked behind his arms.
"You shot her in the stomach. Earlier today. She came in here and you shot her."
"I don't know what you're talking about. I never shot anyone here."
"Don't fucking lie to me."
He lowered his arms and looked at me. His pitiful eyes made me hate him even more. "The one with the long, dark hair?"
I nodded.
"Fine," he said with newfound bravery. "Do it then. Shoot me. Get it over with. Just fucking shoot me. If I were in your shoes, that's what I'd do. So get it over with. Just kill me."
I wanted to.
"No." It wasn't restraint that kept me from pulling the trigger, and it wasn't a noble act. I wanted nothing more than to see him suffer for what he'd done. He deserved to bleed out on the floor for hours. He deserved to get his knees broken, his teeth ripped from his skull, his eyes gouged out. I wanted to give him what he deserved.
"What the fuck, Billy?" asked Levon from behind me. "Shoot his ass."
"No." I put the gun down and took a step back.
"Why the hell not?" asked Mark.
I pointed up. "Because my folks are up there looking down on me, and I want to make them proud." I turned to Levon and said, "Find some rope. We're going to tie this piece of shit up and let Reagan know he's here. They've been looking for these guys."
"Here," said Mark. He tossed a roll of duct tape to his brother. "I grabbed this earlier. You can use it to tie him to something."
"Get your dumb ass up." Levon grabbed the cop's arm and pulled him up. "You're one lucky mother fucker. If it were me, I'd shoot your dick off. Not my boy here though, he's a good guy. He's the real deal, man. Fucking boy scout and shit."
Levon held the cop's hands behind his back and started to tape them. I looked into Chuck's eyes and felt more hatred for him than anyone else I'd ever met.
"You got a good grip on him?" I asked.
"Yeah, why?" asked Levon.
I cracked Chuck against the side of the head with the butt of my pistol. His brow burst into a mess of blood that rolled down the side of his face as he gasped in pain.
I looked up and said, "Sorry. Hope you're still proud."
Levon laughed as he searched the cop for any other weapons. It was a lesson Reagan had taught us well. He found a bag of powder and a vial of liquid that he showed to me with a massive smile on his face. "Look at this, Bro. It's that antibiotic shit you wanted us to get. He had it all the time. Little fuckwad." He reached into a second pocket and pulled his hand back in sudden aggravation. "What the hell is that?"
Chuck laughed and said, "Gotcha."
"What is it?" I asked.
Levon showed me a drop of blood on the tip of his finger. "Something in his pocket stuck me." He pulled the pocket's opening wider and carefully dug out the offending item. It was a ring with a tack taped to one side. "What the shit is this thing for?"
"You'll find out soon enough," said Chuck.
"Yeah? So will you, piggy." Levon put the ring on his pinkie finger, which was the only one small enough to fit it on. Then he punched Chuck in the side a few times to dig the needle in.
"What's it for?" asked Levon. "Or should I keep hitting you?"
Chuck gasped and coughed as he tried to explain. "It's just a ring. I just taped a needle to it for fighting with. I didn't have anything else."
"Man, that's fucking weak." Levon took the simple ring off and flicked it through the air. It disappeared behind a set of shelves nearby.
He pulled the cop up against a pillar support in the center of the store and walked in circles around the pole to tape him up. "There you go, Chuck. Nice and snug."
"You're just going to leave me here?" asked Chuck.
"Yeah, you tried to shoot me." Levon put a finger through a hole in the sleeve of his shirt. There was a small blot of blood from a scrape that the shotgun blast had managed to cause on his right shoulder. "You can hang here and rot for all I care."
I took the earpiece off of Chuck and inspected it. Captain Reagan's had been a sleeker model, but they seemed to function the same.
"Explain this to me," I said. "Why do you have this?"
"You can't leave me just hanging here."
"Oh yes we can," said Mark as he tore open a box of crackers and started to munch on them as if settling in to watch a movie.
"Answer my question," I said. "Why do you have this?"
"Because we were on the team, dumbass."
"What team?"
He looked surprised by my ignorance. "You really don't know?"
I shook my head and he started to laugh.
"You'd better start talking or I'm going to bash in the other side of your face." I threatened him with the butt of my pistol.
"You don't know what this is all about?"
"No, for fuck's sake," I said. "Tell me."
"So your wife, she doesn't know either?"
"What wife?" I asked. "What are you talking about?"
"The bitch at the docks. The one with your kids."
I felt a surge of panic. "What do you know about them?"
"Billy," said Levon. "We've got company."
He tapped my shoulder and pointed to the front of the store. There was a zombie crossing the street, headed our way.
"The gunshot must have attracted it," I said. "Get that sword ready. We need to take it out without making any more noise."
"Cut me down," said Chuck as he writhed beneath the tape.
"Shut up," I said, but he didn't listen.
"You can't leave me here. They'll fucking eat me alive. You might as well shoot me. If I die you'll never know what happened to your wife and kids."
The zombie made it to the entrance and started to reach through the glass that had been shattered by the shotgun blast. His tall, thin frame pushed through the hole, cutting his rotted flesh and tattered clothes as he forced his way in.
"God damn it," I muttered. "He's right. Cut him down."
"Fine," said Levon. He quickly slid the sword between the tape and the pillar and sliced the cop free. Chuck wormed his way out of the tape and limped behind us. Levon stepped forward with the katana held out before him in preparation. I aimed the pistol at the creature, just in case Levon wasn't able to get the job done.
The dead thing slowly moved our way. Its muscles seemed to fight against it, as if the decay affected the zombie's movement. Every step was a labored motion as it walked, arms outstretched, and moaned in hunger.
Levon got ready to attack, and then Mark's voice broke through our tension. "Where the fuck do you think you're going?"
Bells chimed as the side entrance of the building opened. I glanced over my right shoulder and saw Chuck escaping the store.
Levon didn't have a chance to look and stayed focused on the fight before him. He sliced at the creature and caught it on the side of the head. The blade cut into the zombie's cheek and split its face, but it kept walking. The katana was stuck halfway through the side of the monster's head and Levon struggled to pull it free.
"Get back here," I yelled after Chuck.
The officer turned to me and smiled. His hands were tied behind his back, but that didn't stop him from limping out of the door. He backed out and then turned to flee. That's when he saw the zombie that was creeping along the side of the store. He was defenseless against it and his shriek of terror as the monster's teeth sunk into him lasted a very, very long time. I'm a little ashamed to admit how much I enjoyed it.
"Die already," said Levon as he tried to push the blade through the nearly decapitated creature.
"Pull it," said Mark. He made a motion as if he were the one holding the sword. "You've got to slice it. Stop pushing it. What are you doing?"
"I don't know, man. I'm not a fucking samurai or some shit." He kicked the zombie and it finally pulled free from the sword with a sickening suction noise.
"Come on, we've got to get out of here," I said. "There're more of them out there." I pointed to where Chuck was being eaten.
"Go through the back," said Mark. "There's got to be a rear entrance."
Levon turned Mark around and pushed him through the store, toward the meat counter. There was an entrance to the back room from there and we scurried to get away.
I stopped and looked back at Chuck as he wailed in agony. His hands were bound behind his back and he was helpless against the horde that massed around him. Shooting him, to end his misery, would have been the right thing to do, but it would have alerted the creatures to us. That's how I reasoned my decision to let him be eaten alive, but it wasn't the truth.
I hope he suffered.
"Shit," said Mark from the back of the store. The twins had moved through the deli area and into the back room. There was a loading dock, but the door was chained shut. "It's padlocked."
Levon was about to swing the sword at the lock, much to his brother's disapproval, when I got to them. "Stop," I said. "You're not going to be able to chop it off."
"You got a better plan?"
I held up the pistol and shrugged. "It works in the movies."
"You shoot that thing and those bitches out there will come running, man," said Levon. "Don't fucking miss."
"How many bullets do you have left?" asked Mark.
I released the clip and found it empty. Then I checked the chamber.
"Well?" asked Mark as he waited for my answer.
"One."
Levon was exasperated. "One? Oh fuck man, we're going to die here. In a God damn grocery store."
We heard a gurgle come from the deli area and turned to see the half-decapitated monstrosity that Levon had left behind coming through the plastic flaps that separated the two rooms. It had followed us.
"Round two," said Levon.
"Give me the sword." Mark reached out to take the weapon from his twin.
"No man, back off."
"You already proved you can't use it worth a fuck. Give it to me, it's my turn." He grabbed his brother's arm and pulled until Levon gave in and handed the sword over. It reminded me of watching two brothers fighting over a video game controller.
The zombie's tongue lashed out of the gash in the side of its face as the creature hungrily moved forward. Chunks of blood and flesh dribbled down its chin as the top half of its head bobbed with each step. Mark's chair sat between the creature and us as he prepared to finish the job his brother mangled.
Mark held the sword vertical in front of him and I could hear him take a long, deep, calm breath. Then, in a flash of movement, the blade slashed through the air. The zombie's severed head bounced off the floor and its body slumped backward.
"That's how you use a sword," said Mark with a gleeful smirk.
"Congratulations," said Levon. "Your Fruit Ninja skills finally paid off."
"Are we doing this?" I asked in reference to shooting the lock.
"Hold up," said Levon. "Let me look for a weapon. If you shoot that lock out, those bitches out there are going to come running. Ghost Dog here might be good with that sword, but I'm not putting all my faith in his crippled ass."
"Don't get all pissy because I showed you up," said Mark.
Levon and I started to search the room for anything he could use to fight with. We found a few boards, a pipe, and I offered the hammer that we'd stowed under Mark's chair, but he wasn't happy with any of it. He went to check in an office that was nearby and we heard him make a joyful sound.
"What did you find?" I asked.
He appeared from the office carrying a long glass display case. It had a mahogany base with a bronze nameplate in the center. Inside, propped up on a wooden stand, was a blonde baseball bat in pristine condition.
"Look at this shit."
"What is it?" asked Mark.
"Signed bat. Some dude named Eddie Mathews."
"Let me see that," I said and walked over to inspect the legendary player's signature. Near the head of the bat, beneath the Louisville Slugger logo, was Eddie's name. "Holy shit."
"You know who that is?" asked Levon.
"Yes," I said. "He was on the Braves. Hit a homerun that won a game in the World Series back in the 50's."
"All right, cool, I guess," said Levon as he set the display down on a counter. "I'm stealing his bat." He pulled off the glass case and took the bat off its perch.
I cringed. "Can't you find something else? That bat's probably worth a lot of money."
Levon guffawed at my concern. "Ain't too many people on eBay these days, bro."
"Still though, it just feels wrong to use that bat for killing zombies. That’s a piece of history."
"We don't have time for this," said Mark in a hushed, angry tone. He gestured to the plastic flap doorway that separated us from the deli. Through the grimy plastic we could see a figure shuffling about. The zombies were headed our way.
I relented and turned my attention back on the padlock. My hands were sweating and my heart raced as I aimed at the lock. If I missed, or if this didn't work, we would be at the mercy of the horde. The sound of the gunshot would draw them all in and we would be trapped. We wouldn't last long before suffering the same fate as Chuck. I inched closer until the barrel of the gun was only a foot away from the lock. I had to be careful about a ricochet, but I also couldn't afford to miss. Our survival depended on my aim.
I took the shot and the chain jolted upward as the lock spun around from the blast. Was it broken? Had I done it? I grabbed the lock and tried to pull it free.
It was still intact.







CHAPTER ELEVEN - THE GRAVEYARD SHIFT
 

The padlock had been damaged by my shot, but it didn't break. A chunk of metal was torn from the arm of the lock, and part of the chain had been hit, but we were still trapped.
"Did you miss?" asked Levon.
"No. I hit it. It just didn't work." I pulled madly at the chain as the roar of the creatures in the front of the store grew more intense.
"Here they come," said Mark as he faced off with the plastic doorway.
"Take this." Levon handed me the bat. "Go help Mark. I'll get this." He got down on the floor and put his right foot through the loop. Then he grabbed the chain in both hands and started to pull one side while pushing the other with his foot.
I headed for the doorway and stood to the side of it. Mark sat a few feet in front of the threshold and nodded at me as if agreeing on a plan he thought I was in on.
The plastic strips parted and a short, fat zombie came through. I hit the girl on the back of the head as she moved in and she fell to the floor in front of Mark's chair. He reacted swiftly, slicing down and through a portion of the dead girl's head. Fetid brain matter blobbed out of the gash like a broken jar of jelly and the horrid smell filled the room instantly.
I didn't have time to wretch as a second creature trampled through the plastic barrier. I tried to hit him in the same way as the girl before, but this one didn't fall. His head jolted down from the force of my strike and he stumbled a little, but he stayed upright. It glared at me and looked as if it would attack, but then it slumped to the ground and fell to the side.
"What the hell did you do?" asked Mark.
"I don't know. I guess I scrambled its brain or something."
"Keep it up, slugger." Mark looked over his shoulder at his brother and asked, "How's it coming?"
Levon grunted as he struggled with the chain. "Not well. This fucking thing is tough." As soon as he finished the sentence we heard a ping of metal and the grind of the chain as it fell free from its grasp on the door. Levon laughed with relief. "Nevermind. It ain't as tough as this Hero!" He made a muscle and kissed it.
He pulled the rest of the chain out and wrapped it around his hand to use as a weapon. Then he lifted the door and the setting sun flooded into the room, temporarily blinding me as my eyes adjusted.
"Watch out," said Mark.
I heard something moving through the plastic strips, but all I could see was an orange glow. I swung blindly and felt the bat thud against flesh.
"Nice one." Mark seemed happy with my blind, lefty-batting skills. "Come on, let's roll."
I got used to the light and saw the twins headed down a ramp from the back of the shop to the alley below. Levon checked the corners, which I was happy to see him do, and then signaled that the coast was clear. I followed behind and then pulled the door down.
"Where we headed?" asked Levon.
"Straight up MLK." I pointed north, away from the chaos of 13th Avenue. "All the way to the docks."
"That's a long trip," said Mark.
"Should we try to hotwire a car?" I asked.
"Sure, if you know how. There's a van over there." Levon pointed at a white delivery van parked in the alley nearby.
"I don't know how," I said. "I thought you might."
Levon cast a glance that immediately shamed me. "What? Cause I'm black?"
I wanted to pretend that wasn't the case, but it was. "Well, yeah, pretty much." My frank admission earned a laugh from the twins. Our friendship, as young as it was, had moved well past accusations of racism.
"Guess we'd better start moving," said Mark.
We went down the alley and were careful to peek around the corner before moving onto the street. The zombies that caught Chuck at the side entrance had gone into the store and left the dead cop on the sidewalk. I stared at his shredded carcass for a moment.
His ripped clothes swam in a pool of bright red blood. Two streams broke from the pool, one through a crease in the sidewalk and the other down the hill toward us. I watched the trickle glide closer, snaking its way across the concrete as if trying to reach out to me. There was a macabre beauty to the sight of it.
"Come on." Levon pulled at the back of my shirt.
"Are you sure this is safe?" asked Mark. "Aren't there going to be military fuckers out this way?"
"No," I said and started to walk with them up the street. "Reagan sent them all out west, chasing after…" It occurred to me that we'd just met the guy that Reagan had sent the military off on a wild goose chase for. "Well, chasing after him I think." I pointed back at Chuck's corpse.
"What was his deal?" asked Levon. "What was he talking about in there? About you being an assassin and shit."
"I don't know, but he said something about getting to Laura and the kids at the dock. We need to hurry up and get down there. They might be in trouble."
"Is that your wife?" asked Levon.
"No. I just met her and her kids yesterday. Her husband saved my life and died doing it. I owe them. I owe them a lot."
"Well, I don't know what the hell he was talking about, but it sure seemed like he knew a lot about what was going on here," said Mark.
I agreed. "We met some other cops out in the Bay. They were fuckers just like that guy. I don't know what's up with them, but it’s not good, whatever it is."
"Here, hold onto this for me," I said and handed Mark my bat. "Let me put on this earpiece. I want to make sure Reagan's people are as far away as possible." I put in the earpiece I'd stolen from Williams. "You put this one in. It's the one the cop had. Don't hit the button on it, just listen to see if they say anything." I let Mark keep my bat while we ran and he looked bizarrely comfortable with a katana in one hand and a Louisville Slugger in the other.
We made it back to the area that had been cleared by Alpha squad earlier in the day. It was a relief to get away from the unsecured part of the city, but we found ourselves confronted with another graveyard. Black crates were stacked, three high, for several blocks.
"There they are," said Levon. "The fucking caskets."
"No shit?" said Mark. "Are those all full of bodies?"
"Yes," I said. "I saw them packing a bunch over that way." I pointed west, toward Arkland Park. "There are three bodies in each one."
"Jesus Christ." Mark shivered at the sight.
As we moved further north, the stacks of caskets started to spread out into the street. We eventually had to move between them in a thin row that Mark's chair had trouble fitting through. The towers of black coffins were high above our heads and the knowledge that each one held three corpses set my nerves far beyond the edge.
"Does anyone else see that?" asked Mark.
"What?"
"Some of these coffins," his voice trembled, "are moving."
"Don't fucking say that," said Levon as he pushed his brother a little faster.
"I'm serious."
Then I heard it. One of the black containers beside me rattled. "He's right," I said. "Go, go, go." I pushed at Levon's back.
"I'm trying," he said, but the wheels on Mark's chair scraped along either side of the coffins beside us. He had to carefully maneuver the chair straight or it would get stuck.
Our voices enticed the dead things that surrounded us. More of the coffins began to shudder. I heard the monsters inside begin to moan in lust of our fresh meat.
"This is straight up fucked!" said Levon and I couldn't have agreed more.
"Just keep going," I said. "I can see the end up there. Keep moving."
That's when the yelling started. It was muted and came from inside one of the coffins nearby, but the sound was more vicious than the others we'd heard. I saw a coffin at the top of one of the towers, about ten feet ahead of us, start to jostle more than the rest. It almost seemed to hop and started to slide off the one beneath it.
If it fell, we'd be trapped. The gaps between the coffins to our right and left weren't wide enough to fit through and if the way forward was blocked we would have to back out. That wasn't something I wanted to try.
"Get a move on," I pleaded.
"I'm trying."
I watched the casket slide over to the side and teeter off the edge of the one beneath. There was no way we could make it through before the top container fell.
"We're going to have to go back," I said.
"We can make it." Levon was determined, but I could see he was wrong.
"Don't be an idiot. That casket's about the fall over."
"And what's going to happen if we go back?" he asked "I want out of this shit, now."
"You're going to get us crushed."
The black casket fell and slid to a stop against the other tower to our left, causing the second tower to teeter. The clamp that held the top closed popped off and a portion of the lid bent open. An arch formed ahead, with the broken crate looming on top and forming a makeshift tunnel beneath that was just large enough to fit Mark's chair through. I thought it was a terrible idea to keep going, but there wasn't any turning back now. Levon had already started to push his brother through.
A slopping gush of liquid poured out of the open edge of the tipped crate and flowed down over Mark's chair as they passed under. The zombie inside was incensed by our presence and pounded against his coffin, causing more putrid syrup to drip out.
The smell was impossible to breath. I've never experienced anything quite like it. As the stench of the yellow, foaming goo hit my nose it seemed to steal all my breath away. It was such a horrid odor that we began to wretch. My stomach rolled with spasms as I passed on my knees beneath the arch. The box bounced above my head and I heard something break.
Then the crate fell. Its corner scraped along the side of coffin to my left and I scrambled to move forward, but there wasn't enough space to crawl and I had to lie down. Levon and Mark had made it through, but I was seconds away from being crushed.
Plastic scraped against plastic as the coffin fell another inch. The creature inside howled in frustration as its fingers explored the edge of the lid and stuck out of the exposed corner. I was on my belly and the coffin's corner pressed against my spine. It hadn't fallen against me completely and was still supported by the stacks on either side, but the jostling monster threatened to knock the archway down completely. I clawed at the pavement beneath me in a desperate attempt to get myself out.
Levon grabbed my hands and pulled me through. My belly scraped against the concrete and I was covered in the yellow puss that had escaped the coffin, but I was alive.
"I'm so sorry," said Levon. "I thought we'd make it."
"It's okay. Let's just get down to the docks." We started to move up the street. I tried to wipe away the decayed ooze that clung to my clothes and said, "At least the worst is behind us."
I was wrong.
 








CHAPTER TWELVE - MY HERO
 

"We need to be quiet up here," I said as we neared the corner of 23rd and MLK. That was where I'd crashed my dirt bike and incited the rush of zombies that broke down the containment barrier. I knew they'd sent Alpha Squad here to clean up the mess, but that team had been called away to investigate the police officers on the west side of the city that Reagan had lied about.
"I don't see anything." Mark scanned the area ahead.
"Do you think we should go a different way?" asked Levon.
"No. The road goes right down to the entrance of the industrial park. The dock's in there, and I know that the gate on MLK is busted down. If we go around we might end up having to just come right back to this entrance. I don't want to waste any more time. If the girls are in trouble, well…"
"What?" asked Levon after my pause. I was hesitant to explain it to them, but they deserved to know everything.
"If they're in trouble then it's my fault. I'm the one that dragged them here. I wouldn't be able to live with myself if something happened to those little girls."
"Well then, let's go save them." He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and slapped my chest with his other hand. "Don't worry, bro, you've got a Hero with you!"
Mark groaned in response to his brother's bravado. "Let's stop sitting around then." He flipped on the power to his chair and used the joystick to move forward. Levon rushed to catch up and then flicked the power back off.
"Don't waste the battery."
"Fine," said Mark. "Then let's get going. We're losing daylight."
I ran ahead and motioned for them to wait as I checked the corner of 23rd Avenue. The fence had collapsed, bent over from the surge of bodies earlier. It curled over the edge of the concrete barrier and the dirt bike I'd left here was now trapped beneath it. Strips of cloth and flesh hung off the barbed wire and several motionless bodies were pressed against the barrier inside. The buzz of flies was intense, almost like an engine was roaring around me. I'm sure the smell was sickening, but it couldn't have been worse than the stains on my shirt from the casket drippings.
I stared at the bodies for a long while, waiting for one to shift, but they stayed still. There were streaks of blood leading away from the fence to the center of the intersection where they then disappeared. I guessed that Alpha Squad had set up a graveyard loading area here, but there was no sight of them now.
Levon whispered to me from behind. He feverishly pointed north, up MLK, while trying to stay as quiet as possible. I looked to see what he was so upset about and saw the shuffling shadow on a man cast against a building to my right. Somewhere up the street was a zombie.
I quietly moved across 23rd Avenue and against the opposite corner, beside the ice cream shop I'd escaped through earlier. From there I could see where the shadow originated, and a whole lot more.
The sides of Martin Luther King Boulevard were filled with zombies. There were at least twenty of them and they wandered aimlessly, bumping into one another and growling as they waited for any sign of living meat to entice them. Most were moving along the sidewalks, staring into the windows of the buildings. However, even if we ran down the middle of the street, they would close in on us quickly. We would have to find a different way to the docks.
Levon pushed Mark in a hurry to get over to me. I didn't understand his sudden, reckless charge and scowled at him in fear his movement would alert the horde. He responded by pointing at the earpiece I'd given him.
"What's the deal?" I asked in a perturbed hush.
"The fucking cops," he said and pointed at his ear again. "One of them, named Trev, is headed to the dock. There's another one called Frank. He says he's got the girls."
"What?"
"They think other cops are going to meet them there," said Levon. "Trev is headed to pick up one of the girls. We've got to go. Now!"
"The road's loaded with zombies," I said. "We're going to have to go around."
"We go around and those girls are good as dead."
"We're going to have to fight our way down to them." I checked the corner again and saw the enormity of our task. "I don't think we can make it."
"Bullshit," said Levon. He grabbed the scruff of my shirt and jostled me. I looked directly into his eyes as he said, "We didn't come all this way to give up. Those girls need us, and we're going to save them or die trying."
I looked down at Mark to see if the same determination burned in his eyes. He held his sword in one hand and offered me the bat with the other. He smirked and said, "Time to beat the shit out of some mother fucking zombies, Billy."
The twins were ready for war. Levon wrapped the chain around his fist and punched it into his other hand while his brother cleaned his blade on the side of his jeans. Despite his handicap, I had no doubt Mark was more than capable of taking out a slew of zombies. I imagined us charging down the hill, Levon and I in the lead with Mark's motorized chair picking up the slack. It would be a desperate attempt, but it was our only chance. Unless...
I thought about the smoke detector I'd used as a diversion a few hours ago. I had an idea.
"How fast can that chair move?"
"Faster than you, I'd bet," said Mark. He flipped the switch on his handle that started it and the chair's electric motor kicked to life.
"And how loud can those speakers get?"
"Pretty damn loud. Why?"
"I've got an idea, guys. It's nuts, but not as bad as trying to charge headfirst into a horde of zombies."
"What?" asked Levon.
"Levon, what if you carried your brother on your back and we sent the chair down the hill first, with the music blaring. That might distract the zombies and get them to chase the chair. Then we can run behind and take out the bastards one by one. If the music's loud enough, they won't hear us coming."
"If the cops are down there, won't the cops hear us?"
I shrugged. "Maybe, but this is the best plan I've got."
"That plan sucks," said Mark. "I'm not trashing my chair."
"You won't have to. If it works then we can pick up your chair down the hill somewhere. I was in this store earlier and there was some tape in the office. I'll go grab it and we can tape the stick forward on the chair to keep it moving."
"Won't work. This chair tips over backward if no one's sitting in it," said Mark. "Unless you can find something to weigh it down."
I looked inside at the dummy on the floor of the ice cream shop that I'd knocked over on my earlier visit. "No problem. I've got the perfect thing."
"So what the fuck am I supposed to do then?" asked Levon. "Just carry this turd on my back like nigger Yoda? How am I supposed to kill any zombies?"
"You already proved you can't swing a sword worth shit," said Mark. "What are you going to do? Punch their heads off?"
"I thought you said this plan sucked," said Levon.
"It does, but it's better than just rolling down there and getting swarmed by the fucking things."
"I'll go in and get the tape and that dummy. You guys try and think of a song to play on the chair. We need something that's loud, but it has to start quiet. We don't want the zombies to pay much attention to the chair until it's already down the hill a little."
"Can it be some Blackalicious or Spearhead or something like that?" asked Levon. "I don't want to be listening to some heavy metal shit that you guys like. Not when I'm muling a cripple on by back."
"Fuck that," said Mark. "You're outvoted, son. If we're slaughtering zombies to a soundtrack, you'd better believe it's going to be the baddest ass metal I can come up with." He happily scrolled through his mp3 player in search of something appropriate.
I climbed into the ice cream shop and headed for the back room to get the tape. Then I dragged the ridiculously heavy mannequin to the door. I unlocked the gate and pulled the dummy down the steps.
Levon chuckled at the sight of the ice cream store's mascot. "Why the hell is that thing in an ice cream place?"
"They used to put it in the window as a display. Get Mark out of the seat and I'll put this heavy fucker in there."
Mark let his brother hoist him out of the chair and then set him on the pavement as I lugged the mannequin over. We propped it in the chair and Levon took off his baseball cap and set it sideways on the dummy's head. Then we propped up the thing's arms and positioned the surprisingly articulate hands on either side to send the message we wanted: Middle fingers pointed straight at the sky.
"Did you pick out a song?" I asked Mark. He smiled and handed me the iPod. I looked at the selection and grinned back at him.
"What shitty song did you pick?" asked Levon as he leaned over to see the screen.
"Gwar, The Horror of Yig," said Mark with a boyish glee in his eyes. "It starts with a quote from Apocalypse Now and then has some bag pipe music for a few seconds before the shit gets tight. It's perfect, man. Seriously fucking perfect."
"Bagpipe music?" asked Levon with a dismissive grunt.
"Have they said anything more on the earpiece?" I asked.
Levon shook his head. "Nope. Been quiet since they said they were pulling up to the dock." He sat at the bottom of the steps while his brother positioned himself behind.
"Mine's just static." I pulled the earpiece out and put it in my pocket. Then I put the iPod in the dock of the armrest and checked on the dummy's placement one last time. "Are we ready for this? Feeling good?"
"I'm being ridden like a donkey and listening to Gwar, how the fuck do you think I feel?"
"We're ready," said Mark. "Hey, Billy. I bet I can kill more of them than you. A point a kill."
"You're on."
I took several long strips of tape and put them on one side of the joystick at the end of the armrest. Then I wheeled the chair out into the center of the intersection and pointed it north.
"Hey Mom and Dad," I whispered and glanced up at the darkening sky. "If you're there, I could use a serious bit of help on this one. Otherwise we're going to get our reunion a little quicker than I'd like."
With that, I put our plan in motion. I hit play on the iPod. Then I pulled the tape across the joystick. I rushed to release the brakes before the spinning wheels started to screech on the pavement.
Our mannequin started his journey as a crescendo of bagpipe music roared from the speakers beside him. The song started low, with Marlon Brando's quote from Apocalypse Now rising above the squealing bagpipes.
The chair, and our offensive mascot, rolled past the startled zombies and drew their attention. The plan was working perfectly, so far.
Mark held onto his brother's neck with his left arm while wielding the katana with his right. I had Eddie Mathew's Louisville Slugger ready to smash some heads as we waited for the zombies to turn away and chase the chair.
The drums started first, with a pounding rhythm that jostled the custom wheelchair as the subwoofer shook beneath. The twins were right, the system they'd installed had some kick to it! There wasn't a single zombie ahead of us that didn't focus solely on the chair as it rocketed between the two groups lining either side of the street.
Levon didn't waste any time as he ran down the hill with his brother perched on his back. They were on the left side of the street and I took the right.
Mark got the first point as he sliced through a short, fat zombie that waddled in front of them, but I had plenty of opportunities to score points of my own. My first came from a creature that had broken its leg. The monster couldn't keep up with the rest of the charging horde and lagged behind. It never saw my bat coming before the entire back of its head exploded in fine, black mist. Chunks of brain matter rained down in front of me, dotting my face and clothes as I ran.
There was no time to clean my face before I had to kill again. I scored my second point on a creature that tripped during its pursuit of the chair. I stepped on the zombie's back and then swung down twice to mash its head to pulp. There was no way the brothers could kill them quicker than I was!
I glanced over at them and Mark was looking at me. He had a grin on his face as he mouthed the word, "Four."
Four points? I couldn’t fathom how they managed to get four kills already, but sure enough, there was a trail of corpses behind them. Levon's time as a track star paid off as he surged on, his brother clinging to his back and swinging his katana around like a whirling dervish after a meth binge.
I lagged behind the twins and the next zombie in my path caught sight of them running down the left side of the road. It focused on them and I had to rush to catch up before it had the chance to attack them. I shouldn’t have been worried. As soon as Mark caught sight of the creature, he tugged to the right on Levon's shirt, signaling him to turn. Then Mark sliced his sword through the top of their pursuer's head and the creature stumbled to its knees. A corner of its skull slid off.
Mark and Levon were close enough to me that I could talk to them without fear of alerting any of the nearby zombies. "Slow down a little." I panted at them as I spoke.
"I thought you were an athlete," said Levon.
"It's been a long day. Give me a break."
I went back to my side of the street as Levon slowed his pace to give me a bit of respite. Another zombie fell to my bat as I neared the pharmacy that I'd raided in the morning. I was shocked to see the condition the store was in. The windows had been broken and there were bodies lying in the street outside. A massacre had occurred here, almost as if a car had plowed through a horde of zombies and left body parts strewn around.
Mark's wheelchair hit one of the bodies in the street. It toppled forward and our mannequin flew out of the seat and skid across the pavement. The supplies we'd stored beneath the chair fell to the ground and the iPod was thrown from its dock.
There was a terrifying silence as the music stopped.
Some of the horde piled onto the fallen chair, but others turned their attention to us. Mark added a lot of weight for Levon, and their forward momentum made it nearly impossible for him to stop. I watched as the twins tried to avoid crashing into the horde, but it was hopeless.
"Aw shit," said Levon as he disappeared into the mass of zombies.
"No!" I screamed out as I approached the mound of writhing flesh that surrounded the twins. "Get off them!"
Two of the creatures turned their attention to me and I dashed forward, swinging back and forth in an attempt to dispatch them as quickly as possible. Bones crackled as the force of my swing demolished their bodies and sent them flying out of the way. The twins were still hidden from me within the writhing mass though.
Levon shouted out and I saw one of the zombies rise into the air over the others. He threw it back, toward me, and it fell to the pavement. Levon stood amid the voracious creatures, and punched with deadly accuracy. I saw his chained fist bash into the side of one creature's head and cave it in. He had to pull his fist out of the concaved skull and an eyeball flew out with it.
On the other side of the pile I saw the zombies falling several feet, as if the ground beneath them had shifted. Mark was on the pavement, beside his brother, swinging the katana at the horde's legs.
I had to be careful as I entered the fray. The twins distributed a shocking amount of chaotic damage as they fought to survive. I did what I could and swung at a few of the creatures around the perimeter, but I didn't dare get too close. The two of them were far too dangerous.
The twins killed the remaining horde and I circled the mess, cracking the skulls of any creatures that still dared to twitch. As the massacre ended, I glanced at Levon. He stood in the center of the bodies and looked back at me with wild eyes. His face was splattered with the blood of his victims and the whites of his eyes were the only vestiges of humanity I could see through the gore that caked him. Bite marks decorated his arms, and claw marks lined his cheeks, but he had survived.
"Mark?" I called out and started to pull corpses off the pile.
Levon grabbed body parts and tossed them aside as he dug for his twin.
"Son of a bitch," said Mark as his brother pulled a corpse off him. I was relieved to hear his voice, but then I saw his condition.
Levon pulled Mark up and a flood of fresh blood poured out of the crippled man's thigh. Mark didn't seem to notice as he smiled up at me.
"Are they all dead?" he asked. "Did we do it?"
Levon saw the wound on his brother's leg and quickly pulled him out of the pile and to the side. I ran to help as Mark tried to understand what was happening.
"What's the matter?" asked Mark.
"Your leg," said Levon. He had a steely determination to his actions as he carried his brother to safety.
Mark looked down and saw the river of blood that fell from his pant leg. "Oh. That's not good."
"Stay still." Levon set his brother on the pavement. He unbuckled Mark's pants and dragged them off to reveal the damage. There was a long gash through Mark's inner right thigh.
"Fuck," said Mark. "I must have fallen on the sword. That looks bad."
"It's fine," said Levon. "Not a big deal."
It was though, and we all knew it. Mark's blood pumped out of him in surges and rolled down the hill. Levon took his shirt off and ripped it in half. He wrapped it around his brother's leg and pulled it tight. However, the flow of blood escaping didn't slow at all.
I pressed against the wound to try and help as Levon struggled to make his tourniquet tighter. When I pressed on Mark's thigh the wound separated and blood squirted out in a stream that stretched halfway across the street.
Mark laughed at the sight.
"We got this," said Levon. He got up and ran to the wheelchair. It was on its side, with the tape still holding the joystick forward, and spun in a circle on the road. Levon grabbed the armrest and ripped the tape away to stop the wheels. Then he looked underneath for the bag of medical supplies he'd taken from the store. It wasn't there. When the chair flipped, everything that was underneath it flew out, into the street.
Levon found the bag quickly, but when he tried to return to us something started to scream at him. There was a zombie inside the pharmacy that struggled to walk over the overturned shelves and debris to get out. It was a thin man, dressed in a police uniform, and looked stronger than the other zombies we'd fought off. This one looked fresh. It reached out for us and I saw one of the fingers on its right hand was nearly severed and dangled off him.
"Take this," said Levon as he threw the bag of supplies to me. He turned away from us to confront the monster emerging from the pharmacy.
I dug through the bag, but I didn't know what it contained that could possibly save Mark. I found a roll of white gauze that I could use to wrap around the wound, but I knew it wouldn't stop the blood loss. The sword had cut into a femoral artery. Mark was dying.
He grabbed my hand as I started to wrap the bandage around his leg. I looked up at him and he just shook his head. His face had turned pale and his eyes drooped as he grinned.
"I can't feel it," he said. His lips were white and his words came as barely a whisper. "All I feel is the cold. It doesn't hurt."
"I'm going to try and stop the bleeding." I pulled away from his grip and started wrapping the wound again.
"It's okay, Billy," he said and grabbed my hand again. "Look over there." He nodded at the pharmacy where his brother was about to face off with the zombie.
I ignored him and continued to wrap his leg. He didn't have the strength to stop me, but he dug his thumbnail into my arm to get my attention. I glanced at him and he motioned again for me to look at his brother.
Levon had the chain wrapped around his right fist as the police officer ran out of the building. He caught the creature by the throat with his left hand and used its momentum to flip it through the air and to the pavement. Then he sat on its chest and pounded its face over and over. The creature clawed at him, but it was no match for the strong man's fury.
"Look at my brother," said Mark as his grip on my arm grew tighter. His eyes were filled with tears and he pulled me closer. "Look at my Hero." He held onto my arm with wavering strength. His voice trailed off as his muscles relaxed and he set his head on the pavement. "Look at my Hero."
Then Mark closed his eyes for the last time.
Levon came back to me, his right hand wet with the blood of yet another victim, and he knew his brother was gone. I looked up at him, ready to apologize, but he just nodded with a grimace as if he knew everything I wanted to say and didn't need to hear it. I moved away and let him in to say goodbye.
He sat beside Mark and cradled his head in his lap. "I love you, brother. I know that's a dumb ass thing to say. You already know that, but I just needed to say it. If you're there, if you can hear me, I want you to know that I fucking loved you more than anything in the world. You were my best friend. I never gave a shit about nothing but you. You hear that? You're the greatest person I've ever known, and I was proud…" He started to cry and had to stop as the sorrow rolled through him. "I was so proud of you. You're my hero, bro. Always have been. Always will be."
A child's distant scream interrupted the moment. It came from the docks and I recognized it as Kim's.
"I've got to go," I said and picked up my bat.
"Wait up," said Levon. He kissed his brother's forehead and then set him down. He took the sword out of Mark's hand and looked at me. "You're not going anywhere without me."
"You sure? If you wanted to stay back here, I'd understand."
He shook his head. "No way. There's a kid in trouble up there, and I'm in the mood to save a life."







CHAPTER THIRTEEN -
A PROMISE FOR ANNIE
 

Evening blanketed the city as the stars blazed to life above, unobstructed by the missing urban lights. Hero and I rushed down the hill, ready to fight a war against anyone that dared oppose us. We were fueled by a sense of loss and an unwillingness to lose anything more.
There was a car parked outside the dock and a trail of blood led from the driver's side to the broken door of the building. I cautiously followed it inside, ready to fight whatever I encountered. I would kill anything that threatened Laura and the girls. Levon moved slower as he looked around for any sign of the cops.
I wasn't prepared for what greeted me when I entered the dock house.
A lantern's flickering light illuminated the wicked scene. Annie was tied to a post in the center of the room and her mouth was taped shut. A man's corpse was pressed against the far wall, his head destroyed by a shotgun blast, and Laura's lifeless, bloodied body was laid out at her daughter's feet.
"What in the hell happened here?" I asked as I entered. I walked to Annie and was about to pull the tape off her mouth when I heard a man's voice from above.
"Look what we have here."
It was Frank, the black cop I'd run into on Hailey Bay the day before. He was sitting in the rafters above me and when I turned to look at him I saw a shotgun staring back.
"Put the bat down, slugger."
"Fine," I spoke loudly to make sure Levon heard every word as he hid outside. "Looks like you've got the upper hand, with a shotgun. Why are you up in the rafters?"
"I heard you coming. Figured I'd get the upper hand."
"What happened in here?"
"I was about to ask you the same thing," said Frank. "Get on your knees and put your hands behind your head."
I complied and he jumped down. He stumbled when he fell, encumbered awkwardly by his bulletproof vest. A flashlight that had been strapped to his belt clattered on the ground as he stumbled, but he quickly regained his footing and pointed the shotgun at me again. "Was it you or the bitch that killed Ron?"
"Who's Ron?"
"The guy over there with the swiss cheese head." He motioned at the corpse on the wall.
I shrugged. "It must have been Laura. What did you do to her?"
"I didn't do shit. I found them like this."
"You found Annie tied up and her mom laying there?"
"No. Trev tied the kid up. He wanted to watch the mom come back as a zombie and eat her own kid." Frank shrugged and shook his head. "He's a little fucked up."
"So where is he?"
"You just missed him. He's headed back to the island. I was supposed to wait here for Chuck."
"Well, I'm overjoyed to tell you he's going to be really, really late."
Frank sighed. "He was a friend of mine, you piece of shit."
"I can't fathom why you think I'd care."
He took a pair of handcuffs off his belt and fumbled with them. "Put your hands behind your back."
"First time you've ever used those?" I asked as I watched him try to figure out how they worked.
"Yeah, actually." He laughed as if we shared the joke, but I stared at him stone faced. "Now get your hands behind your back. Trev's going to want to get the chance to ask you a few questions."
"Who are you guys? You're not cops, that's obvious." I put my hands behind my back and waited as Frank circled around.
"We're the good guys, believe it or not."
"Obviously. I can see that by the way you were hoping a mom would eat her three-year-old."
He clicked the cuffs on me too tight. "Well, that was Trev. Like I said, he's a little fucked up."
"Where's he at?" I asked. "I'd like to thank him for being such a good guy."
"He took the other girl, the older one. They're headed back to the island."
"What does he want with her?"
He was hesitant to answer, but he finally said, "You probably don't want to hear about it."
"What a good guy."
"Yeah, you got me. Trev's a piece of shit, but he's fighting for the good guys. He's on my side."
"You've got to explain just how you're the good guys here."
"It all depends on your point of view."
I scooted back, toward the post that Annie was tied to. I tried to position myself so that if Frank stood directly in front of me, his back would be to the door. "What's your point of view?"
"Well, have you ever heard of the Age of Reason?"
"Nope."
Frank's back was turned to the entrance of the dock house. Levon crept in, his sword held low, ready to stab the cop.
"What about the Georgia Guidest…" Frank was interrupted by Levon's attack.
The sword drove into the cop's back and stuck half an inch deep in his Kevlar vest. Levon's face turned to shock as Frank spun round, ready to shoot whoever had attacked him. The sword was stuck partially in his vest and when he turned it was pulled out of Levon's grip. It clattered to the floor far to my left.
I sat down and pulled my feet over the handcuffs as Frank pointed his gun at Levon.
"Who in the fuck are you?" asked Frank.
Levon put his hands up and took a step back. He smiled and said, "Just your friendly neighborhood super hero."
"You dumb shit," said Frank. He aimed the shotgun at Levon's head. "Now you're going to be a dead neighborhood hero."
I glanced to the right as a signal to Levon and then wrapped the chain of my handcuffs over Frank's head. Levon dove to his left, mimicking the maneuver he and his brother pulled off in the grocery store less than an hour ago. Frank's shotgun blasted but I didn't see if Levon was hit.
My cuffs strangled the cop, but he was a lot stronger than I expected. He elbowed me hard before taking aim at Levon again. I pulled to my left but he kept his aim steady. If I didn't think of something, Levon would die. I couldn't let that happen.
I started to run backward and dragged Frank along with me. He choked and tried to resist, but I was determined to save my friend. We reached the end of the concrete dock, beside The Casper, and I took a deep breath falling back into the water.
Frank and I fell together through the murky depths. The edge of the dock was a straight drop. The industrial area was artificially built and its shores sank deep. Frank and I would have a long trip to the bottom.
He let go of his shotgun and clawed at the chain around his throat. His legs kicked back at me as we sank together, spinning through the water in our final death throws. I could feel his throat collapsing beneath the force I inflicted.
In my mind, as we fell away from the light above, I could see the eyes of the man I'd choked to death earlier. I could see his eyes burst into bloodshot flowers. Frank's probably did the same.
He struggled for a lot longer than I thought a man could, but he eventually succumbed. His legs stopped their furious kicks and began to convulse, and then merely tremble.
There was no air left in me by the time he died. I thought about trying to swim to the surface, but it would be a hopeless struggle.
My lungs quaked in desperation. Humans instinctually refuse to drown, and when I ran out of breath my body took over in a furious attempt to reach the surface. I released Frank's corpse and kicked to rise as high as I could, but it was impossible.
My body forced me to take a breath and water flooded in. The cold grip of a watery grave was pointless to fight against and I felt my body begin to sink.
I stared up at the surface and a light pierced the darkness. It was brilliant, pure white and grew larger until it seemed to envelop me. I wondered if I would see God.
Then it sank down past me and I watched the flashlight fall to my right.
Hero's hands gripped the chain between my cuffs and suddenly I was speeding to the surface. Fresh air struck my face as we burst above the water and I vomited as Levon climbed the ladder that hung off the end of the dock. He pulled me up and I wretched over and over. An incredible amount of water poured out of me and it took far too long for air to re-enter my lungs.
"You crazy mother fucker," said Levon as he panted beside me. "I thought I was going to have to give you mouth to mouth!"
"Maybe next time," I said as life crawled back into me.
I stared up into the starry night. The city lights were dead and the night never looked better.
"Let's check on the girl and her mom," said Levon as he helped me up.
"Is Mommy okay?" asked Annie when we took the tape off her mouth. She looked ill and fell into Levon's arms when he cut her down from her bindings.
"I don't think so, sweetie." I carefully inspected Laura's body. She was beaten badly and the wound on her foot had been torn open. The left side of her face was bruised and swelled up. I turned her over, onto her back, and prepared myself to find her dead eyes staring back.
She smiled at me.
"Hey there," she said in a hoarse whisper.
"She's alive!"
Levon set Annie down and rushed over to see.
"Get me something to help her," I said.
"Like what?" asked Levon.
"There should be some supplies over there, on that table. I brought them here earlier. Look for some bandages and alcohol."
"Mommy?" asked Annie as she crawled over to us. "Are you okay?"
"I'll be okay, sweetie." She turned her head to look at Annie, but no other part of her body responded. It was as if she was speaking from the grave. I was afraid she'd been paralyzed.
"Can you feel your legs?" I asked.
She kept looking at her daughter with a smile. "I love you, Annie."
"I love you too, Mommy."
"Stay with me, Laura." I turned her head to look at me. Her pupils were nearly as wide as her cornea as she gazed up and past me.
"We're at the dock," she whispered.
"Stop it, Laura. You stay with me. God damn it. You're not dying on me."
"David and I."
I grabbed her chin and shook her until she focused on my eyes. "Look at me, Laura."
She smiled and closed her eyes.
"No, no, no." I started to perform CPR on her, but there was no response. Annie pulled at her mother's hand and started to cry as I continued to try and revive her.
She wouldn't come back. I pinched her nose, tilted her head back, cleared the air passage, and performed the proper steps I'd been forced to learn the year before when Mom found out I was going to be fishing with Dad. I went through the steps three times, just to make sure I'd done everything right, but I couldn't get a response. I started to try again.
"She's gone," said Levon as he put his hand on my shoulder.
I pulled away from him and tried again anyhow. He pulled me back and tried to hug me, but I pushed him and ran out of the dock house. The grief that tore through me was beyond my capacity. My mind couldn't take any more and my sanity began to fray.
"Help!" I screamed out into the night sky. "Someone fucking help me! For once, just once, someone give me a fucking hand here. No more! I can't take any more. You already did this to me, you piece of shit. Don't do this to Annie." I screamed at God. I screamed and hoped he heard my hatred. I wanted him to know how much I hated him for this. "Help her!"
A white light shined on me from up the hill.
I put my arm over my eyes and tried to see through the light as it grew brighter. "Hello?"
"Are you Billy?" asked a man's voice.
Two men in black, armored suits jogged down the hill. One of them carried a flashlight and an assault rifle and the other held a medical bag.
"Reagan sent us. We're supposed to check you out. He said you knew something about a cure."
"Holy shit!" I screamed out with fevered excitement. "Get in here. Help my friend. She's dying."
They hurried inside and got to work. I pulled Annie to me and held her close as we watched the medics work on her mother. One of them started barking orders into his earpiece, telling someone to bring a helicopter to the north docks immediately. The other man pulled a defibrillator out of his bag and started to work on Laura's lifeless body.
Levon grabbed one of the men and said, "My brother's back there. Up the hill. He got cut real bad."
"We know," said the man in the armored suit. "One of our guys is already helping him. You're lucky he's easy to identify or else we might have driven right past him. Captain Reagan gave us your descriptions."
Hero looked at me and I've never seen a more ecstatic expression in all my life. "I've got to go see Mark."
"Go," I said. He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me in for a hug. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he ran out of the dock house and back up the hill.
I picked up Annie and held her as we watched the men work on Laura.
The medic rubbed the defibrillator paddles together. "Clear." The shot of electricity caused her body to bounce on the concrete. Then the other man pressed his fingers against her throat and I held my breath as I waited for his answer. He shook his head and frowned. The other man stared back down at his defibrillator unit. "Charged, and clear." He shocked her again. Her body bounced on the concrete.
Laura coughed and opened her eyes.
"Yes!" I screamed and kissed Annie's cheek over and over.
One of the medics turned to me and said, "She's not out of it yet. We're going to need to get her to the base. What happened here?"
"Everything," I said.
"Is Mommy okay?" asked Annie.
"Yes, sweetie," I said. "She's going to be fine."
"And what about Kim?" The look in her eyes broke my heart.
I looked into her big blue eyes. "I'm going to get your sister back, Annie, I promise. If it's the last thing I do, I'll get Kim back."
 








EPILOGUE
 

Captain Reagan examined the bite on his arm. It had been stitched up but the infection still burned at his skin. He lifted his arm and examined his armpit for the telltale buboes that would reveal his imminent transformation. They weren't there, but he knew they would appear soon enough.
He slid off the examination table and tied the hospital gown behind himself. Then he started to explore the hermetically sealed, plastic room. It was disturbingly sterile and he felt like a human plague as he wandered around inside it.
A red light began to spin near the entrance, signaling a visitor. He wondered who it would be this time. There had been ten different doctors in to see him already, each befitted with comically extensive protective gear. He was a biological hazard and was relegated to a short life of constant examination before the infection took over. It was going to be a shitty way to die, but he was okay with that. He looked forward to seeing his wife and son again.
The sealed door spit a hiss of steam as a new visitor came in. It was a tall person wearing a black, armored suit with a grey visor. His chest plate was decorated with various military symbols. This was someone important.
Captain Reagan stood rigid and saluted the new visitor.
The mysterious person saluted back and then turned to seal the entrance. When they were secured, the man started to take off his mask.
"Don't do that," said Reagan. "You could get infected."
The visitor took off his helmet to reveal his identity.
"General Covingtion?" asked Reagan in shock.
"Howdy Charles," said the General. "I guess I owe you an explanation."
 

TO BE CONTINUED…







AUTHOR'S NOTE
 

Sorry to leave you with a cliffhanger like that, but by this point I'm sure you expected it!
Laura is alive, barely, but her daughter is in the hands of the vilest character in the series. Billy and Levon are certainly infected at this point, and they haven't had a chance to get injected with the cure. With them under the thumb of the overly cautious military, how will they save Kim? And even if the military is able to save Laura and Annie, will they be willing to set them free?
All right, now I'm just teasing you.
Part four of Deadlocked is the finale of the story, and all of the questions will be answered. The conspiracy will be revealed, and the cops, as well as the military, will be exposed. Part four will be told in third person, as opposed to how the first three parts were written. This will allow me to spend time with each of the characters as the story comes to a close. No one's fate will be left ambiguous.
The theme of the Deadlocked series has been the importance of family, and that certainly played a big part in this one. The finale of the series will continue the theme, but the definition of what makes a family is going to change. Our main characters have formed a new family, and you'd better believe they're going to fight to protect them.
I started the Deadlocked series the day I discovered that my mother had been diagnosed with breast cancer. I live a thousand miles from her, and the helplessness I felt was crippling. Writing Deadlocked provided me an outlet to obsess over and take my mind off what would otherwise have consumed me. In the first part, I avoided blatant literary analogies to my personal feelings, and instead punished David in a sadistic attempt to pass on my anger, pain, and sorrow. In part two, Laura took on the universal qualities we all want to see in our mothers. Her character allowed me to thank my own mother for what she'd offered me all her life. In part three, I allowed my grief to pour out onto the page.
My mother's battle with breast cancer is far from over, but she is an incredibly tough person (Laura!) and she will overcome it. However, in this part of the series, I was able to express my worst fears by putting Billy through what I was terrified I might have to deal with. The loss of his mother was the single hardest thing I've ever had to write, and I still can't read that chapter without tearing up. There's no question about it, Billy's farewell to his mother was a cathartic exercise for me. That was the scene I'd been building myself up for, and I'm happy with how it turned out.
There are a couple things I'd like to focus on in this story that mirror important aspects of the first two. Billy's story mimics both David and Laura's in several ways. His journey through the plastic graves, with the teetering casket falling on him, calls back to his determined charge under Becken Bridge in part two. This time he is in Laura's role as the person being led into a situation they don't want to go through.
Also, both David and Laura were pulled under water to emerge after as stronger, more determined characters. That happens here as well, but the difference is that you won't get to see the new, driven Billy until part four. His struggle with Frank in the channel is the scene that ties in to the other water scenes. Now that he has emerged, you can bet that his struggle to save Kim will be fought with renewed vigor.
And then there's Reagan. I LOVE that character. Not only is he fun to spend time with, but his story arc is going to be incredibly important for the series. We didn't get to spend a lot of time with him here, but he is going to be a big part of the final story, and it will be through him that we learn the truth about this apocalypse. I can't wait for you to read it!
Finally, I wanted to say thank you to everyone that has supported the Deadlocked series. The kind letters that readers have sent, the fantastic reviews, and the passion that people have expressed for these characters has made me ecstatic. Being a writer has always been my dream, and you've helped make it possible. Let me try and do a better job of explaining just how much it has meant to me…
My mother has always supported my desire to be a writer, and despite spending my life climbing corporate ladders and providing for my family, she would always ask me how my writing was going. She did this because she knew how important it was to me, and she knew how fleeting life can be. I was ignoring my dream and allowing life's petty concerns to usurp my time. I was letting my dream die off, and she saw it happening. After she got sick, I tore into Deadlocked as an escape mechanism, but to say that was the only reason would be a lie. Just like Billy, I longed to make my mother proud. I was terrified I would never get the chance.
After Deadlocked came out, and my mother started her journey to beat cancer, she received a call from a friend of hers. This friend asked her if the author on Amazon named A.R. Wise was actually her son.
Immediately following the call, my mother got on the phone to excitedly dial me up and exclaim, "You won't believe what just happened," before telling me the story. Then she said, "You're a writer, Aaron. You really did it. I'm so proud of you."
We did it, Billy. We won.
 

* * *
 

These books by A.R. Wise are also now available:
Deadlocked : Broken Pieces Volume 1
- This series of short stories from the Deadlocked universe help to flesh out the series and add background information that helps readers understand more about the characters. Also included in this volume are two other, non-Deadlocked related stories.
Prey No More : Vampire's Prey book one
- Book one of my new series is now available. This is a full-length novel as opposed to the Deadlocked novellas. It details the struggle of the victim of a vampire attack as she and her family try to stay one step ahead of her tormenter. In the first book of the series, the family finds themselves embroiled in a battle between good and evil in the sleepy town of Eve's Prairie, but they soon learn that there's more to what's going on than they thought. All the while, her vampire tormenter is quickly closing in.
You can learn more about all of A.R. Wise's books at www.arwisebook.com
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