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Chapter 1
Deanna Russell
The Island
Deanna was late. She was never late. Ten years of being on the button had programmed her to fear even a single day's delay. Now she was three weeks late and she was petrified. 
They would kill little Emily if they found out. Whenever she thought about the baby growing inside her, and she did quite often, Deanna always pictured a she. A little girl to dress in pink and white. A girl with long blonde hair that Deanna could braid before school. A beautiful daughter with slim, coltish legs and ankle socks on her tiny feet and a happy smile on her face.
She would be named Emily because it sounded so wholesome. No daughter of hers would have a stripper name: there'd be no Candi, or Destini, or Jazzee with two Es. Not for her sweet little girl. Deanna smiled as she imagined Emily with pigtails and a missing tooth up front. The smile didn't last; it went crooked as her stomach heaved. The nausea was another very clear sign that she was in huge trouble. 
Deanna really didn't need any more signs. It was all there before her: she was on the highway to Babyville and there was only a single exit before that wonderful destination, a nasty place called Coat-Hanger City. That was the exit she'd be forced to take if anyone found out.
"Oh crap," she said, breathing heavily, trying to fight back against the rising queasiness that crept up the back of her throat. "It'll be ok. It'll be ok. It'll be ok," she repeated over and over until the feeling diminished. 
I can do this, she said to herself, taking a dry washcloth to her damp forehead. Just as long as he doesn't want me to swallow, I can do this. Sergeant Robinski frequently wanted her to blow him. He complained that he didn't like how she was all used up down there. She secretly agreed. Once, a few months before, she had taken a mirror to her downstairs area and was appalled at how open and flappy she was.
But she couldn't blow him, not then. She would puke for certain and then there'd be questions, because she had never even gagged before, let alone got sick; everyone knew she was like some side-show sword swallower.
"I've got to be strong for Emily," she whispered, squinting at her hair and at the heavy makeup on her face. It was taking more and more of it to cover the fact that it wasn't just her downstairs that was beginning to look all used up. She reached for her brush which was matted with her blonde hair, but Melanie smacked her hand away, lightly.
"Stop stalling," Melanie lisped. "We don't have time. There are people waiting."
"I wasn't stalling. I was just…just…" Ok, the truth was she had been stalling. What was being asked of her was almost suicide. If she was caught, they would kill her, but nor before they tortured her first. As always when she thought of the repercussions, Deanna's breath started to pick up and the fear in her chest began to work its way down into her hands. They began to shake.
Melanie hugged her. She was smaller than Deanna and whipcord thin, but she was strong. Deanna felt crushed in the warm embrace—it was exactly what she needed. Melanie held her for only a couple of seconds before she pulled back, saying, "You can do this. It's just once more. Once more and then…"
"We'll be free," Deanna said. "Ok. Alright. Oh crap, I'm so scared."
"Don't be. Let him do his thing and then leave him sleepy. Do you know what you're going to do if his keys aren't sitting out where you can see them?"
Deanna shook her head. "I don't know, make some small talk, poke about a bit if I can. It's going to be hard, he doesn't like it if I hang around. Normally, he wants me out of there so fast, it's like he hates me."
"They all do, Dee," Melanie said. "Never forget it. Why else would they treat us the way they do?" Out of habit, she touched her nose, feeling the ugly scar and the awful bend of it.
"Don't do that," Deanna said, taking her hand away. The hand smelled of chemicals and shit; Melanie's whoring days were behind her but that didn't mean the humiliation and abuse had stopped. She had been placed on permanent latrine duty after her nose had been broken and her once smooth skin had been disfigured by a sadistic NCO.
"You are beautiful." They embraced again and Melanie's closeness calmed the thrumming in Deanna's chest slightly. She was so afraid that she didn't want to let go, but Melanie gave her a little push.
"You're right," Deanna said. "I gotta go. Wish me luck."
Melanie smiled with her lips pressed together to hide the fact that her front teeth were missing. "Good luck," she whispered.
With her eyes flicking all around, nervously, Deanna stepped into the dark. The Island was always dark at night. No lights were allowed. A light violation held a ten-lash punishment and they didn't go easy on anyone, not even the women. In the last six months, Deanne has been lashed three times. She shivered at the memory and then drew her shawl closer around her bare shoulders.
This night she had on her best dress, hoping to lure Sergeant Robinski into intercourse. "Please, no blowjobs," she intoned, looking up at the sky as though in prayer.
Because she wore high-heels, she had to be very careful as she picked her was across the bridge going from the small island, where all the whores and non-essential workers lived, to the big island, where the soldiers stayed. Most of the men were quartered in large barracks, but Sergeant Robinski held enough rank to warrant a little cabin, it was not much more than a hut that he shared with three other NCOs, all of whom would be out for the evening.
Deanna took a deep breath, pulled at the hem of her dress to straighten any wrinkles, and knocked on the door with a shaky hand.
"Come," Robinski commanded. Another deep breath and she went through the door, and shut it behind her before she parted the black, light-control curtains and stepped into the single room of the cabin. It wasn't much of a place. The air was rank, smelling of feet and sweat. The furniture consisted of four beds, and a couple of dressers; nothing else. There were no decorations or anything in the least cozy. Everything was strictly functional.
"Hi," she said, tilting her head, invitingly.
"What's this?" His eyes roved over the clingy dress, staring unabashedly. Her usual attire was a miniskirt she could yank up easily.
"I wanted to look good for you. We haven't had a real night together in weeks and I'm feeling…horny." She ran her right hand across her breasts and then down her flat belly, as she did her mind was wild with chaos and fear. Am I being too forward? Is this what a horny woman acts like? Should I grab his dick? Even after six months she didn't really know what she was doing. 
She stepped closer and reached out. Her hand hesitated between touching his manhood or his hip. She chose his hip and added in a soft whisper, "I want you…you to, uh make love to me."
His face split into a sneer and he scoffed, "Make love to you? Shit, is that a joke? Let me remind you of what your place is around here: you are a dirty, little fuck-whore. Men don't make love to whores. Now, get on your knees."
Being treated like scum was normal and his words went right past her, all except the last part. "My knees?" Her stomach went squirrely as he started to unbutton his camouflage pants. "I was hoping we could fool around, you know?" she asked, hoping the cringe trying to work across her face wasn't noticeable.
"I don't care what you were hoping for." Robinski dropped his pants and Deanna's eyes bugged and her throat went tight and her stomach...she was on the verge of throwing up even before she put his thing in her mouth.
"Ok, just a sec…" She turned away and started fumbling with her dress, buying time, hoping that her nausea would just magically disappear. And it did, to a degree, when she caught sight of his keys. They had been tossed on his bed and hopefully forgotten. The keys are all that I should be thinking about right now. I have to get the keys! She let that run through her head as she shimmied out of her dress. She laid it on the bed over the keys and then bent to remove her shoes.
"Leave them on," he ordered. 
She glanced back and saw that he was at half-mast, his penis, slowly waking up. Her stomach rolled over again. "Y-You sure you don't want to…" She patted the bed.
"So you can just lie there like a slab of beef?" he growled. "Fucking you is like fucking a grunting slug. It's bad enough that you're a whore but you're not even good at it. Now, get over here."
Deanna had no more self-esteem left to shatter. She went to him and dropped to her knees. Slowly she reached out her hand and gripped him and then started to slide her hand gently up and down his shaft. He let out a low groan and she had a moment of hope that she would be able to get away without putting it in her mouth.
"What are you waiting for?" he said after a minute. "Suck it."
Dear God, help me, she prayed. It was barely in her mouth before her stomach started to heave and she started to gag.
"What the fuck?" Robinski asked, his face screwed up in anger and disgust. "What? You think there's something wrong with my dick?"
"No, I…I…" Before she could finish her sentence she bent over and vomited on the floor. They'd served beef stroganoff for dinner in the mess hall, and it didn't look all that different coming out as it did going in. 
"You filthy whore!" Robinski roared. Afraid, she put her hand up as she puked again. When she sat up, tears in her eyes, her stomach quivering, a long stream of multi-colored drool running from her red lips, he smacked her across the face. It was like an explosion in her head. She fell to her side and was just getting up when he hit her a second time and then a third.
She didn't beg for him to stop. The wisdom of experience told her to take the beating in silence and it would be over quicker. He slapped her only once more and then screamed at her to clean up her mess. Her head wobbled on her thin neck as she looked around. The only thing there was to clean up the mess was her fancy dress. Naked, she went for it and made sure to grab the keys under the thin material.
"Clean it up and get the fuck out," he said. He seemed so disgusted with her and the spew on the floor that he turned away, shaking his head. It was a relief not to have his cruel eyes on her and it made the fact that her left hand never unclenched that much easier to hide. When she was done she struggled to her feet. He stared at her with contempt and said, "You're going on shit-house detail for the next two weeks and you better hope your replacement is as bad a whore as you or it'll be permanent."
Deanna moved her head in a jerky nod of acceptance while keeping her eyes to the floor. She didn't trust her eyes, afraid they would somehow give away the fact that in one of the folds of her vomit-covered dress were Sergeant Robinski's keys to the motor pool. 
They were the keys to her escape from The Island.
"Now get out," he hissed. She left the hut and for one brief second, smiled at the night.



Chapter 2
Jillybean
Northern Alabama
She tried to stay awake. She struggled against the inevitable, afraid of where her mind would go in sleep. Jillybean's eyes grew heavy and her yawns became frequent, gaping her little mouth, one after another. The rocking of the Humvee and the steady growl of its engine lulled her as it had the infant cuddled next to her. Unable to resist she drifted right back into the dream.
Her hand came up out of the I'm a Belieber backpack holding the shiny pistol. It was bright like silver. Normally, Jillybean associated good things with silver, like tinsel at Christmas, or necklaces with charms, or her mom's forks and spoons that she brought out when company was supposed to come over for dinner.
In spite of its silveryness the gun was bad. It killed people. It made her a killer.
She brought the gun up and poked it in the bounty hunter's side and pulled the trigger. Her fear that it would be loud was unfounded. As was her fear that it would kick wildly and start spraying bullets in every direction as though possessed by an evil spirit like a ghost or a banshee. Jillybean barely felt it jump in her hands and the sound it made was a muted rumble compared to the power of the pulse in her ears. 
Yet when the man grunted, she thought it hideously loud, and when his breath came out in a long ahhhhh, it screamed in her ears. It sounded as though the bullet had punctured his soul and it was hissing out of his body. 
The little girl immediately wanted to feel sorry for what she had done, however after the hunter dropped to his knees, he began to reach for his own gun with hate and murder in his eyes. There was no mistaking the look. In that brief second she saw right down into his black heart. He knew he was dying and still he lusted to kill.
Her mind screamed: Why? 
Why would he seek to harm others when he was already dying? What good would it do him? Or was the man just so evil he couldn't help himself? These were real questions, but Ipes was…Ipes wasn't responding. 
She was all alone. A small girl alone with a killer. There was only one thing to be done: finish the job.
Jillybean took one step back, instinctively giving herself room to shoot properly. She had never been given a lesson in firing a gun, but she had watched the others when they battled the undead and she had learned all that was needed. She had noted that when Neil shot a gun his stance was weak, his arms soft, his face set in a grimace. The gun seemed to control him. It seemed to possess far more authority than its shooter.
Captain Grey was different. His training made his muscle-memory automatic. Without thinking, he would bring up his gun in a fluid motion, step into a firm stance, and sight down the length of the barrel, all in one quick move. He'd caress the trigger instead of jerking it and the gun never seemed to kick, instead it looked as if it only wanted to settle more firmly into the pocket of his shoulder.
Jillybean emulated Captain Grey as though she had done this a thousand times. Before she was even aware of what she was doing, she had the silver pistol pointed into the hunter's flat grey eye. He sneered and his mouth began to open.
Was he going to beg for his life? Ridicule her? Put her in the corner for what she'd done to him? She did not wait to find out. Hesitation would have doomed her. 
Eyes open and sighting along the short barrel; right arm out stiff, left hand under the grip in a supporting role; she brought the trigger back and the gun blazed. It was like the flash from an old-time camera. That brief light froze time and she saw how his eye had exploded, and she saw the red-rimmed tunnel that snaked back into his brain, and she saw the look of fear in his other eye.
He was afraid of death because of the life he'd led. Because he was a killer, and now she was, too...
"Hey, Jillybean, wake up."
"Hmm? Are we there yet?" she asked, looking blearily out the window. There were still trees all around and no mountains at all. This wasn't Colorado.
"You ok?" Sadie asked. "You were talking in your sleep. You kept saying you were sorry."
"Oh." She almost said "sorry" for saying sorry. "I had a nightmare, that's what means a bad dream is all. So, uh, where are we? Is this still Georgia? It's awfully hot." The sun was straight up above them; shadows pooled at the bases of the trees as if they were hiding from the heat or shriveled small by the sun. Next to her, Ipse was snoring and Eve was reaching for one of his ears.
Neil answered: "No, we're in Alabama now. It's hot here, too." In the rear view mirror his baby-blue eyes crinkled from a smile. It was brief, perhaps only a reflex and then they went back to looking as if the man behind them had died. The innocence in those blue eyes was gone. It had been something of a miracle that Neil's eyes had retained the quality for so long. But it was gone now. Experience and pain had turned his eyes into...Jillybean didn't know the word for what she was thinking, other than to say his eyes were different.
The not so innocent eyes glanced back the way they'd come, quick and sharp. On impulse, or maybe out of fear, Jillybean looked back as well. She looked over the body in the cargo area and at the road behind them. It shimmered with the heat. She squinted, trying to see as far as she could. Despite the nagging, anxious feeling that they were being followed, no one was back there. 
Sadie looked back too, however her eyes strayed to the body. It was Sarah, wrapped in a sheet like a mummy from some old movie. "I think we are far enough away. Right?" Sadie asked. "The Believers wouldn't come this far. Not so quickly, at least."
It seemed to Jillybean that the feeling of being followed was contagious. Captain Grey, who'd been sleeping fitfully in the front passenger seat, turned to look back also. As he did, he winced in pain. "They aren't coming," he said. "Cultists are inherently weak-minded and cowardly. Now that Abraham's dead they'll look for someone to replace him, someone who'll tell them what to wear, what to say, and even what to think."
Before he turned to the road ahead, he also spent a moment looking at the body. They had been on the road for two days and there was only one reason they hadn't stopped to bury Sarah: Neil wasn't ready to let her go.
"We should pull over," Grey said, gently. "I think it's time."
"Not yet," Neil replied, forcefully. "There's a lake coming up. Lewis Smith Lake. There was a sign we passed. It's only another ten minutes or so. Then we'll stop and do...that. She'll like it there, I think, and you will too, Jillybean. All around the lake is a wildlife refuge. We can make camp there. Wouldn't that be nice?"
Making camp with a dead body? As much as Jilly liked animals, and she did so very much, the idea of sleeping with a dead body nearby gave her the willies. But she was too tired and mentally drained to argue. They all were. The four of them were running on fumes, and in Neil's case, grief. His wife was dead. That first day he had cried on and off for hours. It had been a strange, silent cry. The tears would just start to trickle out of him, go for a time and then simply dry up. Then the group had stopped for the night and he hadn't cried since.
"I guess that would be nice," said Jillybean. The idea of seeing animals was nice, however the dream was still on her mind, haunting her, making her feel scared in her belly. And a little cranky as well. She poked Ipes in his empty head to wake him.
Huh? Are we there yet?
Jillybean shook her head. "Not yet, bozo. I think the fluff between your ears is getting thicker. You were supposed to wake me up if I had the bad dream again and you didn't, so that makes it all your fault that I did."
All my fault? Really? Here's what I think: I did you a favor. Sometimes the dreams have to come, Jilly. That's what your dad would have said. Let them come and then let them go.
"That sounds like an excuse for being lazy and not staying awake," she replied, testily. "You wanna know why? Because you don't know what my daddy would have said. He would've..."
Neil cleared his throat and slowed the car. Jillybean got a weird chill—had she been too loud? Did they think she was going crazy again? Were they going to kick her out of the car? If so, where would she go? Who would take care of her? 
"Look, Jillybean, over at that big rock." Neil pointed and at first all she saw was a pretty doe. It was a white-tailed deer with gorgeous spots and giant brown eyes.
"Two fawns," Captain Grey remarked, "that's not good. They'll be hard for her to take care of. We should consider..." He started reaching for his M4. 
Neil stopped him. "We'll let nature take care of nature."
Jillybean had no idea what they were talking about until something moved near the rock. "A baby deer," she whispered, in awe. 
 The fawn jumped, its legs bucking it spastically into a patch of sunlight. Then a second fawn started testing its legs as well and Jillybean's excitement reached epic levels. It felt like her heart was going to swell so big that it would burst inside her; just like that, her paranoia and guilt and grief vanished.
 The fawns were tiny, only days old. They wobbled on their stick-thin legs after every leap, but that didn't stop them from gamboling about without a care in the world.
We should stay here, Ipes said. It was a great idea.
"We should stay here," she said.
Captain Grey, who was eyeing the deer hungrily, agreed. "We probably should. We can rest up, at least for a few days. Crossing the Mississippi is going to be a bitch and the lands beyond it are about as wild as they come."
"Let's just get to this lake and then see what we have strength left for," Neil said.
Jillybean was sad to leave the fawns, however just the sight of the lake was rejuvenating to her soul. Its waters looked cool and the forested hills all around were quiet and peaceful. According to another sign, the lake had been made by the damning up of the Black Warrior River and now its waters stretched like a three-fingered hand over thirty two square miles of central Alabama. It was home to a variety of wildlife: black bears, deer, badgers, and beavers. She couldn't wait to see them all.
It was also home to humans and as the Humvee slipped up the dirt road it was seen by watchful eyes.



Chapter 3
Michael Gates
Lewis Smith Lake, Alabama
The air in the clearing was already nearing ninety degrees. It hummed with insects, flies and mosquitoes mostly, and smelled sweetly of honeysuckles. Michael could remember a time long ago when he liked the smell of honeysuckles; now they were cloying and added to the lethargy that pervaded the camp. It was hot for May, giving everyone a taste of what was to come when the July heat swept over them.
From long experience, Michael knew that an Alabama summer day could turn the hardiest worker into a dull sluggard. Although it was just after one in the afternoon, the other twenty two people in the camp were drowsing; when they slapped at mosquitoes, it was without any real hope of killing them.
"I miss my air-conditioner," Marybeth Gates moaned. She had long, brown hair that was as thick now as it had been twenty years before when she and Michael first started dating. With practiced hands she wrapped it in a quick bun to get it off her neck. Most of the fourteen girls and women in the group wore their hair long. Michael reasoned none wanted to attempt cutting it themselves and hoped that chance would send them a stylist. 
Their daughter, Anne, who was the spitting image of Marybeth, tilted her chin to stare at the sun straight up above. "I miss my bed. And my house."
As if permission had been granted, the complainers in the group took this moment to add their two cents: It was too hot, there were too many bugs, the water tasted like dirt, their portions of food were too small…
Marybeth gave her husband a look of apology for starting the bitch-fest. "It was going to happen, one way or the other," he whispered to her. 
They didn't have much to be happy about and Michael might have been the least happy of them all. He'd been chosen to lead the group months before when the whole thing started and it had not gone well. 
Before the apocalypse he had always been a news junkie; he read everything he could get his hands on and right before the shit hit the fan he had pieced together enough items to freak out over: reports out of Russia and the Ukraine concerning strange cases of encephalitis and leprosy, from Turkey and Greece there was talk of a new flesh-eating bacterium, the details of which were extremely sketchy. Albania had officially closed the Rinas airport to inbound traffic—without a reason offered, and then, unexpectedly, news out of Egypt completely ceased. The fallout from Arab Spring was being blamed and there was talk of a coup, yet no one knew what the real truth was. Egypt had sealed itself up. Reporters, tourists, and embassy officials were all kicked out. 
Separately these events were worrisome. Taken as a whole they were downright terrifying. When the "Cannibal Cruise" docked in Florida and the response included military personnel and a media blackout, Michael went into action. That day he drove two hours to the Sam's Club in Montgomery. There was one in Birmingham, not twenty minutes from his house, but he didn't want to be seen there just in case he was wrong.
Michael found out he wasn't the only one who had begun to see a pattern. The store in Montgomery was crowded and the thread of fear in him grew tendrils at the sight of so many people there in the middle of the week. The other shoppers seemed outwardly calm. They smiled and nodded to each other as proper Alabamians did, however Michael felt there was an undercurrent running through the crowd. It was an unspoken but unanimous message of anxiety. These people weren't ready to riot just yet, but it wasn't all that far off either; they had read the writing on the wall just as he had.
As fast as he could, Michael filled a cart and like almost everyone else, he bought only canned goods, water, and toilet paper. He paid and left the store with his mind brimming with questions: Am I just being paranoid? What about all those other people in the store? Were they just paranoid as well? And what the hell was Marybeth going to say when she saw all this stuff?
He had planned to get into his Jeep Cherokee and go home to face the music, but as he unloaded his purchases he watched in amazement as car after car circled the parking lot, searching for spots. There were so many of them that he had to wonder how much inventory would be left in the store by the next day? 
His fear was shading into panic and once his cart was empty he turned back to the store, reasoning to himself: "If nothing happens, if I am just being paranoid I can just return all of it." This time he worked a train of two carts, while all around him the edge of his fellow Alabamians grew edgier. 
The next day the price of gas was up another twenty five cents and the price of gold jumped by thirty dollars an ounce, and that was the good news. In Venice, Italy there was a riot so large that army troops had to be called in. Libyan ports were militarized and temporarily closed. Swine flu was announced in Barcelona, Spain. H1N1 broke out in Gibraltar. Three hundred rabies cases overwhelmed the five tiny hospitals on the Canary Islands.
Michael sat at his computer thinking: rabies, my ass. At that point, he phoned his three younger brothers to tell them what he feared and each called him either a pussy or paranoid or both, and they all laughed at him. They were good natured about it, but they didn't listen. 
That didn't deter Michael Gates. He checked the status of all his accounts: savings, checking, IRAs; even his credit cards. Together he and Marybeth had access to just north of $12,000 in liquid spending money and during the next week he fought with her endlessly and spent every penny.
Marybeth screamed and nagged and threw things and, after three days, moved out in a great theatrical outburst. Michael didn't blame her, he felt crazier every day. By the end of the week she was back, looking sick with worry—American cities were being quarantined. Just like that the country went through what could only be described as a convulsion. Super markets emptied in hours and gas lines stretched for miles. Airports were closed and interstate travel was restricted to only military vehicles. Civilians were basically told to hunker down indoors. 
From that moment on, Michael's family looked to him for ideas and leadership. Fearing that the army wouldn't be able to stop the zombies, he invited his entire family to live with him. It made the most sense: his was the largest house, he literally had tons of food and what he thought was plenty of guns and ammo. They moved in just before things got hairy in northern Alabama. 
Then he had to deal with fourteen people under one roof. 
Shawn and Clara, with their three children: Amy, age 16, Rachel 14, and Joseph age 10 showed up in the morning of October 16th. Marybeth had them all ready to go, bunks, towels, toiletries. Paul and Liz and their son John who was 17, arrived just as the sun was setting and hurried inside as if the night held the zombie virus in its shadows. William came alone. His ex and their kids had left for Houston three days before, driving by back roads to avoid army checkpoints. 
Michael had his family together, but pretty much from then on, his leadership seemed to fail him at every turn. The first test he failed happened on the 29th when the army pulled back to the outskirts of Birmingham and suddenly the ban on traveling was lifted and they were encouraged to flee. The problem was that no one, including the army, knew where they should go.
Michael sent his brother, Shawn out to talk to someone in charge. "They're pretty vague where we'll end up," Shawn informed the family when he returned. "They said Texas and California are madhouses, and that the quarantine zones on the East coast go from Miami up to Boston. 'Try Canada,' one of them said."
"Was it a joke?" Marybeth had asked. Shawn shrugged.
"I guess we should take a vote," Michael said. "Do we stay or go?"
Shawn's wife, Clara was quick to vote for running away. "You know the rumors, Michael, same as us. Jesus Christ! We're talking about zombies. They can't be killed…I can't even believe this is a question; of course we should run."
Shawn wouldn't look at Clara as he voted to stay. "Who says they can't be killed? The army wouldn't be fighting them if they couldn't be killed. I say we stay. After all, we just spent the last week fortifying this place."
Paul and Liz split the same way. Paul saying: "There's probably nothing in the middle of the country that's any safer than this."
Liz shot back: "If we left we would at least be with the army. They'd protect us."
William said he'd go with whatever the majority wanted. Michael had smiled thinly at that because he'd been about to say the same thing only now he couldn't. It would mean putting the decision to stay or go squarely on Marybeth's shoulders. "I think we should stay," he told them. "The army doesn't look like they can protect themselves let alone us. I say we hunker down and hope the worst of it washes over us."
That decision haunted Michael now.
Since then it had been one horrible moment after another. First it was the flood of zombies that kept them pinned inside, huddled in fear for days on end. Then it was the reality that their food stocks wouldn't last. The number of people in the house had swollen to twenty as neighborhood stragglers came out of the woodwork begging for help—Marybeth, always the proper Christian, refused to turn them away.
Then it was the slow attrition: Shawn and Clara's second daughter, Rachel was attacked and dragged down only feet from the safety of the home. She was rescued but ended up turning into a zombie that night and had to be taken out and shot. Their neighbor from across the street, Jason Werner was trapped in a car by a small horde and died of dehydration after three days of waiting for them to leave. Mrs. Stowe from down the block had a minor heart attack that triggered a stroke. She went into a coma that lasted thirteen days. They were clueless as how to help her, and she ended up slowly starving to death.
Another neighbor, Randy Gilliard simply vanished. He was in his bed when everyone went to sleep but in the morning he was gone without having taken a single thing. It was unnerving, especially since there had always been someone on guard.
The attrition was counter-balanced when they were inundated with refugees from the Guntersville refugee camp. In mid-February it was overrun by what was rumored to be a million zombies. People fled in every direction and Michael took in as many of them as he dared. 
When the raiders first showed up in March, Michael had forty five people crammed under his roof. At night, mattresses literally carpeted the floors. During the day they were stacked in corners that reached to the ceiling. When the zombie threat slacked off during the spring rains, the group grew complacent and their vigilance waned. 
The raiders swept down on them like a band of berserkers. A work party of eight people was ambushed as they went to fetch water; among those who never returned were Michael's sister-in-law, Liz and his niece, Amy. Clara had been captured but managed to escape. She came back with haunted eyes and wouldn't talk about what had happened.
Michael restricted movement and everyone went about armed with whatever weapons they could scrounge, but it hardly mattered. The raiders were too numerous and had much better weapons. They returned again and again, picking off stragglers or small groups. 
Things were bleak and unfortunately everyone looked to Michael for an answer. In the dark of a single night the group picked up everything they had and moved to the other side of the city; within two days they were found again and another five people disappeared in one raid and four more three days later. 
They decided to leave the state altogether and Michael hoped that by doing it with one quick, unexpected rush, they'd have their best chance. Their plan was to head northwest and pray that they would be able to find a new place to start over.
It did not go well. They had gone barely thirty miles before they ran into a scouting party of raiders and suddenly bullets were flying everywhere. Michael's group was in a line of six trucks. The first one slewed off the road; the second, driven by his brother, Paul tried to turn around in the middle of the highway while machinegun bullets ripped into his vehicle.
"Keep going!" Michael cried, waving everyone on through the ambush site. He had been in the third truck and, knowing that it was suicide to stop in the middle of a kill zone, he shot past his brother. It was the last time he saw Paul.
From an outside point of view it was miraculous that they lost just the one truck, but Michael only saw failure. He was the one who had made the plan. He had decided who would be driving in what truck and in what order, and it was he who had failed to provide a contingency plan in case of an ambush.
He ordered them to change course and the remaining five trucks turned northeast and went as far as they could. Two of the trucks had lost most of their gas from fuel leaks and another had a hole in its radiator and was running clouds of white smoke from beneath its hood. They made it to the edge of Lewis Smith Lake and could go no further.
They had been there for three weeks and in that time they had been hounded and hunted by the raiders, but so far their camouflage had kept them safe. 
Suddenly, that didn't seem to be the case anymore.
Shawn Gates, his face red as a candied apple, burst into the clearing and made straight for his brother. "They're back," he said, his voice low and angry. Everyone stopped what they were doing. "Those shit-fucks are scouting down by Smith Road." Shawn was practically seething and Michael felt a momentary stab of jealousy. Shawn was lucky he had his anger. The only real emotion Michael could gin up and hold onto was the anchor-like weight of fear that accompanied poor leadership.
All eyes shifted from Shawn and bored in on Michael. What thoughts were going on behind all those eyes? Were they asking themselves how was Michael going to screw up this time? Or worse, was it: Who would die this time? 
"How many are there?" he asked.
"Not many, just three or four," Shawn replied. "But only one is heading this way. I left Cody to keep an eye on him." Marybeth's mouth came open and Shawn put out a hand to her. "He'll be ok. He's in a good hiding spot and he knows better than to do anything but observe."
"So what are we going to do?" Fred Trigg asked. He was one of the refugees from Gunterville. He was never happy and undermined Michael at every opportunity, especially in the "Monday morning quarterbacking" department. Always after the fact he would chime in with the advice of perfect hindsight.
Michael wanted to ask him the same question, but knew better than to try to put Trigg on the spot. The man would just slip away from a decision saying something along the lines of Hey man, it's your show.
"We go after them, for once," Michael said. "I think all the men should gear up and go. We should get this guy and beat him into a pulp and make him talk."
"What do you expect him to say?" Marybeth asked. She looked particularly pale and wasn't the only one.
Shawn answered for Michael, "We need answers. We need to know who these raiders are and where they're hiding out. We need to know how many of them there are...and if any of the people they've kidnapped are still alive. And if they're not alive, I want to know what they did to them." Shawn's eyes burned so fiercely that Marybeth wouldn't look at him and no one would second-guess him.



 
Chapter 4 
Neil Martin
Lewis Smith Lake, Alabama
Neil went out alone to find the perfect spot to bury Sarah. He carried only a .38 and his trusty axe. There were a number of zombies in the forest across his path, however the intense humidity and heat of the Alabama afternoon made them torpid and slow. Like chopping down soft trees, he killed them one after another until his arms grew tired and then, as more came stumbling toward him, Neil jogged away down a deer trail to escape.
The forest was so thick and lush that he was soon out of sight and the undead wandered off or stood around in a half-doze; what passed for sleep with them. A quarter-mile later, Neil stopped and looked back; he was winded and sweating but also feeling something quite alien: a small touch of a pride. He had just killed nine zombies and there had been at least triple that number all around him, and yet he hadn't been afraid.
"Interesting," he said, wiping the sweat from his eyes. "I wasn't scared at all…that's never happened before." He didn't marvel over his victory for long and the touch of pride was short lived.
With his axe on his shoulder, he went on down the deer trail and after a while, and after splitting the skulls of another couple of zombies he found a glade ringed with some unknown pink flowers. Stepping into the oval, he knelt and touched the soft grass that grew to a height of about a foot. A mild breeze stroked his hair back. It was nice and so he sat down and relaxed for a bit, cooled by the gentle shade thrown down from the trees overhead. 
The glade was almost too nice. He found himself growing sleepy and after a while he discovered that his unfocused eyes had been staring at nothing. It made him wonder how much time had passed since he had left Grey and the others. "It doesn't matter," he said. He stood and assessed the spot: "Too fragrant."
With that simple critique, he left the glade. The deer trail had up and disappeared so Neil parted the trees, walking without a destination in mind and his purpose half-forgotten. A brook crossed his path and he followed it downstream until it threw itself off a steep crag of rock in a pretty fall of water. There was a pool beneath with a sandy bottom. Fish darted about in the white foam and in the eddies. Around the pool the foliage was extra green and extra thick, and yet there was a strip of wild grass next to the water that would do for a proper burial spot, except…
"Except it's too wet," he decided. "She would get all mildewed."
Neil splashed brook water on his neck to cool himself and went on tromping through the forest. An hour had passed since he had left the others; he neither knew nor cared. Something caught his eye off to his right—what appeared to be a tremendous wall of wood.
They were sycamore trees, though Neil mistook them for oak, simply because of their size. An urbanite his whole life, he assumed, incorrectly that the "Mighty Oak" was the largest tree. 
The stand consisted of three sycamores rooted in a triangle. Their deep brown trunks were massive; the largest was thirty five feet around. How tall they were was difficult to judge. Neil circled one while craning his head way back and guessed that it was about a hundred and fifty feet in height; he wasn't far off. The triangle of earth created by the trees was padded with deep moss that was as soft as any couch cushion and all around the base of the trees were flowering lilies.
The whole effect reminded Neil of something out of a Tolkien book.
"This would be perfect, except…" He squinched up his face trying to fathom why the spot wasn't perfect. He had a nagging feeling it wasn't perfect, though it took him a few minutes of wandering around beneath the huge trees to figure out why. With a snap of his fingers, he said, "It's too far away from the road."
Neil and the others were simply too worn down to carry Sarah all the way out there. Another strike against the spot was that it would be hard to find a second time when they wanted to visit her. Neil came to this conclusion at about the same moment he realized he was lost. 
He had been wondering which way he would go next when he discovered that he didn't know which way he had come from. He turned a circle and wondered, How did I get here?
He'd been on a trail for a while but it had petered out and then he had, well he hadn't so much as blazed his own trail, rather he had meandered his own trail. Now, he was clueless as to which way he'd come from. He went around the clearing, looking out at the forest, but every tree looked the same and the rocks that jutted up here or there were just rocks, seemingly like any other rock.
The shrubs weren't all the same, however. As he was watching, one moved to the right and stepped toward him.
"Eee," Neil said, jumping back. It wasn't a bush, it was a man. Neil tried to raise his axe and pull his pistol at the same time. The two moves almost cancelled themselves out and neither was very threatening.
"Relax, it's just me," Captain Grey said. Neil let his arms drop and his sigh of relief was clear in the still air. Grey pretended he hadn't heard. "We were wondering where you'd gone. I was thinking you might have gotten lost."
"Me? Lost?" Neil tried to smile away his discomfort. "No, just looking for a good spot to, to, you know."
Grey looked around. "I liked that little open area with the pink flowers better. But I didn't know your wife and I won't presume to tell you what would be right for her."
"Not dying would've been right for her," Neil said. His uncomfortable smile shone brighter and more awkward before it fell away completely. "Or if her husband had been less of a coward. I should have been the one to have gone after Eve."
"Water under the bridge," Grey said, simply. "Don't dwell on it, just suck it up and move on."
A little snort of derision escaped Neil. "Just move on? You think it's that easy? I loved her. The only woman in the world for me and I wasn't man enough to…" He stopped in midsentence as a feeling of self-loathing reverberated through him.
"I'm not talking about moving on from her," Grey replied. He took hold of Neil's shoulder in a firm grip. "I'm talking about moving on from any mistakes you think you might have made. That's done with. Learn from them and move on. Your only other choice is to second guess yourself into paralysis."
"I should have gone after Eve," Neil said. "It's as simple as that. Sarah would still be alive if I had."
Grey sighed, then grimaced and clutched his chest. Rubbing his breast bone where he'd been shot, he asked, "Is that really what you learned? From what I understand you were right not to go. You had a sick daughter, bounty hunters after you, and a little girl on the verge of a mental breakdown. Who knows what would have happened if you had left all that for Sarah to deal with? My guess is that all of you would've died. Sometimes, Neil, a leader has to make tough decisions and I probably would've made the same ones you did."
Neil felt like a child next to the grizzled veteran and he could sense a blush coming on at the kind words. He squeezed his eyes closed and then when he reopened them he admitted a truth that he had been holding back, "I don't know what to do about Sarah. I…I don't want to bury her. Not yet. If I do it'll be like…"
The familiar tears were back in his eyes and he rubbed them away with a vicious swipe of his hand. 
Grey shifted his eyes away, glancing up at the giant trees. He was quiet for a time, but eventually said, "It'll be like she's gone, I get it. But…"
"No, you're wrong," Neil said. "It will be like it never happened. Like there had never been a girl for me to love." That was the strange thing, Neil felt his love for Sarah like a shadow of what it once had been and the same was true with Eve and Sadie. He felt dulled-out inside, like he was living the life of a shadow.
This sort of admission seemed to make the soldier uncomfortable and again he scanned the trees before saying," Be that as it may we don't have certain luxuries anymore. It would be best if Sarah is buried before tonight. Like I said, I'd go with that little dell with the pink flowers. It was very pretty. Jillybean kept telling me how pretty Sarah was, and Sadie said you were a lucky guy."
"She was pretty," Neil agreed in a little voice. "So pretty…you can't tell now how pretty she was, not with all the burns, but she was like, I don't know, like something out of a book or a dream."
"Then let's bury her body and keep her memory alive with us, ok?"
"Sure," Neil said and the tears that had been leaking out of him dried up suddenly. "Let's do it. I think she'll like that glade, too. It was so pretty but I just didn't…I didn't think I could…" Neil took a deep breath and finished, "I didn't know if I could bury her, but I can now, I think."
He was just saying that for Grey's sake. If they buried Sarah he was sure that he would change, that he would break in some way. He looked up at the captain, smiled fleetingly, and then started off for the glade, mentally preparing himself for what was ahead. 
Grey grabbed his arm. "You're going the wrong way. That glade is south, southeast about two klicks…never mind. Just follow me." He started walking, glancing over his shoulder frequently as if Neil would get lost even with him leading the way. After a while the soldier chuckled, coughed, and then rubbed his chest again. "Jillybean called it. When you weren't back after twenty minutes she said you'd be lost. I told her there was no way."
"You had faith in me?" Neil asked in surprise.
"Well, sort of…ok, not really. I just don't understand how anyone gets lost in any forest. Maybe at night if there was a storm, but out here? In the day? Can't you feel north?"
"A little, maybe." Not at all, was the actual truth.
Grey pointed up. "Look at the sun. It's about two in the afternoon…"
He went on for some time explaining the nuances of the earth's tilt in relationship to its spin. Then he added seasonal factors. Then he went on about the use of landmarks. All the while Neil walked in a dream, thinking of Sarah.
He was surprised when they made it back to the Humvee so quickly. Jillybean and Eve were asleep on a blanket, while Sadie watched over them. Her eyes were as red as Neil's. She had lost as well. Not just the only mother-figure she had ever known, but her first love, Nico.
"There's a glade," Neil said. "It's nice."
"Is it far?" she asked. When he shook his head, she smiled. It was a tired smile and one full of grief, yet there was still that spark in her that he loved. "So you did get lost. Jillybean's got you pegged. Man, don't ever make a bet with that girl."
"You made a bet with her? That wasn't too smart," Grey remarked as he dug in the back of his Humvee. When he straightened up he had his entrenching tool in hand. "I should do the digging; give me about half an hour and don't scratch the paint on this bad boy bringing it through the forest. I signed for it."
Neil glanced at the Humvee and then back to Grey. "I won't. I'll be careful."
Grey clapped him on the back. "It was a joke, Neil. I'll see you in thirty minutes."
"A joke?" It took a second for it to kick in. The Humvee was in a soldier's term: Beat to shit. The front window was gone, there were bullet holes all over it, and it was so scratched up it looked as though a tiger had sharpened its claws on it. Neil tried on a smile. It didn't fit very well, which didn't really matter as Grey was already sneaking off into the forest without looking back.
Sadie was staring at her burnt Converse sneakers and the blisters on her lower legs. She wasn't blinking.
"What did you lose? You know, betting with Jillybean that I was lost."
"Huh?" Sadie looked up, startled. "Oh, nothing really. I have to give her my cheese and crackers next time I get them in an MRE. It's just fine with me. They're pretty gross." Sadie tilted her head to glance at Jillybean and Eve, both of whom were sleeping on their backs with their little pink lips parted slightly. They looked like sisters. "I wonder about her. Do you think she was this scary smart before?"
"What do you mean? Are you wondering if she's the way she is because of what she's been through? The old nature versus nurture argument?"
Sadie nodded, listlessly. Neil settled himself down beside her, saying, "I'm going to go with nature. She had to be scary smart before this, though she may not have known how smart she was. The proof is in the fact that we haven't seen any other children her age. If you think about it there had to have been millions of children who were put in her exact same situation. You know parents dying to save their kids. So that begs the question, where are all those kids?"
"Dead," Sadie replied.
"Yeah," Neil agreed. "The apocalypse was the most extreme measure of survival of the fittest. For a child of her age to have survived, especially alone, meant she had to be something special. Now me on the other hand, I'm the recipient of the Survival of the Luckiest award."
"I thought that was my title," Sadie said. "I don't know why I'm still here…I should've died so many times that it doesn't seem fair that better people like Ram and Sarah and N-Nico died and I'm still here, useless as always."
Neil grabbed her hand and squeezed. "Stop it. You have a role. You're both daughter and sister. And you're the energy in the group. You always have such a good attitude. And you're cheetah-fast. You got survival of the fastest. To me it's almost like a super-power."
As always unable to take a compliment, Sadie blushed and then steered the conversation to someone else. "Captain Grey got survival of the toughest and Eve got survival of the cutest. She's so precious I doubt a hungry lion would take a nib…"
The sound of a gun firing caused her to jerk; Neil jumped to his feet and Eve made a pouty sound in her sleep and rolled over. Other than to open her eyes to bare slits, Jillybean didn't react at all. Neil wasn't fooled. He knew that she was wide awake and that her senses were on full alert.
"Was that Captain Grey?" Sadie asked. "It sounded like it came from that direction."
"That was his M4, but I'm certain it was nothing," Neil assured them. Despite his outward calm, he was nervous and his ears strained to hear cries of help, or the sound of fighting or something that would indicate trouble. When nothing materialized, he relaxed. "It was probably just a zombie," he said. "Don't worry, Captain Grey is too good a soldier for a few zombies to bother him."
Sadie nodded, accepting this, however Jillybean wasn't convinced. 
"That's why we should be worried," she said, getting to her feet. "If there were just a few monsters he would have bonked their brains in with a rock and if there were a lots of monsters he would have shooted his gun more than just once."
Neil shook his head, yet felt queasy inside. "There could've been just enough zombies for him to feel the need to shoot once." But how many was that? Neil wondered. Earlier he had faced at least thirty of them and hadn't felt the need for a gun.
"That's possible," Jillybean allowed.
"But you don't believe it?" Sadie asked. When the little girl shook her head, Sadie stood up. "We should go check it out, just in case."
"We?" Neil asked, dubiously. "No, you're injured. I'll go alone. You stay here and watch over Eve and Jillybean."
Jillybean raised her hand. "Ipes thinks that if Sadie is too hurted to go with you then she's too hurted to watch over us little kids. And he thinks that if Mister Captain Grey is really in trouble then maybe Mister Neil going by himself won't do all that much. He thinks we should all go in the Humvee."
"One vote of no confidence from a toy zebra, that's just great," Neil sighed. Jillybean started to apologize but he cut her off, "Don't worry about it. It's the story of my life. Either way, this is probably nothing, but just in case, let's get a bottle for Eve and a gun for Jillybean."
Her eyes went big, as did Sadie's. 
"It's just in case," Neil repeated. "If we get surrounded, I'll be driving. I can't drive and shoot at the same time. Not very well, at least. Besides, Jillybean you carried that gun for a week and no one knew. You kept it safe and you used it responsibly."
Sadie made a face that suggested he was crazy, but still she pulled out the little silver gun that Jillybean had dropped on the forest floor after killing the bounty hunter. "Keep it handy and, you know, be careful where you point it. Here." She held it out.
The little girl took it gingerly as though it might go off if she breathed too loudly. She then checked the load. "It's missing two bullets," she said and then shivered. "The extras are in my pack."
As Neil got a bottle ready and Sadie picked up Eve and gently put her in her car seat, Jillybean topped off the load with all the delicacy a brain surgeon would use when operating.
When they were ready, Neil took the Humvee off road, his blue eyes scanning everywhere. "This is all just a precaution," he said to reassure himself."It was probably nothing."
In the passenger seat Sadie held the sawed-off shotgun in sweaty hands. She agreed with him, "Probably. Maybe he even accidentally fired his gun. Or better, maybe he shot a turkey or a pheasant. We didn't think of that."
"Ipes just called himself an ignoramus," Jillybean said with a high giggle. "He says that we have equated guns with monsters or bad guys for so long that we forgot all about hunting!"
This seemed so logical that Neil relaxed and concentrated on driving through the close set forest. He even smiled right up until they pulled into sight of the glen and saw that it was missing one army captain. The Humvee went dead quiet.
"Stay here," Neil said, getting out and drawing his .38. Very slowly he made a circuit of the glade. The forest was silent and empty; there was not a single zombie "alive" or dead anywhere. In the clearing there was only a half-dug grave, the black entrenching tool cast off to the side, and a single brass cartridge case from Grey's M4. It sat gleaming up at Neil and for some reason he picked it up and sniffed it.
"Anything?" Sadie asked. Against orders she and Jillybean had come creeping up. "Any tracks or blood?"
He hadn't seen any blood, but he had seen a few tracks in the freshly turned dirt. They held little meaning to him. "Those are Grey's combat boots but the others are just normal shoes. I guess that's good, right? Soldiers weren't here at least. They were probably made by zombies."
"You're jumping on conclusions," Jillybean told him. "Soldiers nowadays can wear normal shoes, I think. And those aren't monster feetprints. Most of the monsters have lost their shoes by now, you ever notice that? And even if they didn't, they are always stumbling so their feetprints wouldn't be like that. But look." She switched Ipes to her other arm and pointed at a scrape in the soft grass that was a few steps away from the grave. "A monster could have made that, I guess."
Getting on her hands and knees she bent down close to it. She even went so far as to sniff the mark. "I wish I knew more about this sort of tracking thing," she remarked. "And Ipes is no help. He keeps saying: Do I look like a lion? Sheesh."
"So what does this all mean?" Sadie asked. "Are you saying somebody killed or captured Captain Grey? Because we were just talking about hunting. Couldn't he have shot an animal and gone after it?"
Neil shrugged while Jillybean pursed her lip, thinking. She then got up and went back to the grave, turned, and paced out six of her largest steps toward the scuff mark. She made a face of disappointment.
"There's nothing that tells us he's dead," she said, taking six more of the large steps. "And I don't think an animal would wander up while he was digging. Ipes agrees. He says animals don't ever do that. They go away from humans, even nice humans like Captain Grey."
She walked in a straight line away from them, keeping her eyes cast down, studying the earth as she went. After a few yards, she stopped and made the same face as before. Five more steps and she was at the border of pink flowers where she cried: "Ooh! Look the flowers are mashed up."
"And?" Neil asked. He hurried over and looked down at the flowers—someone had stepped on them. "Are you saying you can find meaning in mashed flowers? Because that's pretty far-fetched coming from someone with no tracking experience."
Before she replied, Jillybean walked a few more steps into the forest and pointed at the ground. "Another scuff mark. Captain Grey did that, I'm sure. He leading us to him," she announced as though it was an obvious fact. 
Sadie looked at the accumulated "evidence" and said, "One gunshot, a few marks in the dirt and some stepped on flowers? If he was captured why aren't there any signs of a struggle or blood or anything? I think this time your imagination has gotten a hold of you, Jillybean. I'm betting it was a deer. Some deer will come right up to people, and also deer don't care if they step on flowers."
Jillybean looked exasperated and said to her zebra, "I know, Ipes...I know. But that would be mean." She then sighed and said: "Fine. Ipes says that you are thinking with wishes. Oh, wait, he wanted me to say you are wishfully thinking."
"It's wishful thinking," Neil told her. "But in this case, I don't think Sadie is."
"Well, I'm not wishful thinking," Jillybean said. "I'm thinking-thinking. There's a word for it...not intuition. It's different, like when you use thoughts to figure stuff out instead of having clues."
"Deductive reasoning?" Neil asked. By Jillybean's blank expression, he could tell it wasn't the term she was looking for. He tried, "Logic?"
She pointed both of her little index fingers at him and exclaimed, "That's the word. Logic is what means Captain Grey didn't shoot a deer. Where are the deer feetprints? Deers leave feetprints. Where is the deer blood if he was shot? Would a deer really come into an open area with a man working on digging a hole? I don't think so and neither does Ipes. Also, if there was a deer that runded away, how come there are feetprints in the dirt that are from people? Whose are they?"
"I don't know," Sadie said.
"Ok, so maybe there wasn't a deer," Neil allowed. "But does that mean Grey was taken by force?"
"Maybe not, but my logic thinks it does," Jillybean said. "We can test the idea, too. If Captain Grey left those marks on the ground on purpose, then there will be more. If they were on accident, then they'll stop."
All three of them gazed deeper into the forest. "Wait here," Neil said. He had gone barely twenty feet before he saw a boot print as clear as day in a patch of muddy dirt. "Crap," he whispered. Grey could move as stealthy as a leopard and pass without a trace when he wanted to. The logical conclusion was he had left that print on purpose. He wanted to be followed.
"So what do we do?" Sadie asked after he came back to the edge of the glade. "We go after him, right?"
Neil turned the question over in his mind. His first thought was that he would go after Captain Grey alone, but logic didn't support that conclusion. "No, we won't be going. If we're going to be logical about this, and I suppose it's about time we were logical about something, then I think logic suggests that Jillybean should go...alone."
Sadie's jaw dropped and her mouth hung open. "Huh? How is that logic? She's six-years-old!"
"She's seven," Neil corrected," And a very smart seven-year-old. Look, I would send you, Sadie but with your legs blistered from the fire, you can barely walk. I can't go because if something happened to me, I would be leaving an infant, a child, and a teenage girl alone to fend for themselves. We all can't go because of Eve. We have to protect the weakest among us; that's what Captain Grey would say."
"But Jillybean...alone..." Sadie was practically spluttering.
"Yes," Neil said, feeling the sharp fear of leadership. It was a different kind of fear than what he was used to and it was much worse. He'd much rather be pissing himself, following tracks into some unknown danger than suggesting this. Neil took a steadying breath. "She's been alone before and she knows how to take care of herself. More importantly, I think Captain Grey left those tracks for her to find. He knew I would never have found them."
"And he knew that I wouldn't have understood them," Sadie added, biting the inside of her lip.
"I'll go," Jillybean said. She looked down at her stuffed zebra and added, "It'll be ok, Ipes. I'll go as a monster. Everyone knows I'm the best monster."



Chapter 5 
Deanna Russell
The Island
Naked, save for a pair of high-heels, Deanna went out into the cool night where her skin goosed up and her nipples went hard. She shivered as well but that was from more than just the chill breeze sweeping across The Island. She was on the knife's edge of panic. Any second she expected Sergeant Robinski to come storming out of his quarters to light up the dark with his rage.
She hurried with uncertain, but quick steps toward the bridge that led to the second island, walking with her chin turned practically over one shoulder and her heart in her throat. It was a wonder she didn't scream when two soldiers approached her from the shadows.
Instead she began to babble excuses: "I'm supposed to be here," she said, clutching the puke-smelling dress to her bare bosom. "I mean I'm supposed to be with, uh the sergeant. But there was an accident and I was just going to change. My dress got...I threw up on it and..."
Her voice petered into nothing as she realized these weren't actual soldiers. She squinted in the dark and saw they were too slim for soldiers and that their faces were too soft and their hands too delicate; also they smelled of perfume and soap.
To her great surprise one of them hissed in a high voice, "Deanna, shut the hell up." It was Mindy Leeds. 
Deanna's mouth fell open as the other woman with Mindy grabbed her arm and whispered, "Come on. We're meeting at the motorpool."
Up close, Deanna saw that this was Bessy Kendel, the woman who had, for weeks on end, begged Deanna to get the keys, only Dee had been too afraid of the repercussions to even consider it...but then the baby had come and changed everything.
Bessy turned her around and started marching toward the motorpool, completely unconcerned that Deanna was stark naked. Deanna tried to pull back. "Wait, I can't go yet. I have to get another outfit. This dress is..."
"Hush!" Bessy ordered. She began to pull Deanna along again. "We have something for you to wear already, so don't worry about it."
Deanna almost asked how they knew she'd need new clothes, but held back, figuring it was all part of the master plan. Bessy's "Great Escape" is how Deanna thought of the plan and it made sense that someone had swiped a few sets of soldier clothes to help the women blend in. Who had stolen the clothes she didn't know. Everything was very hush-hush, and for good reason.
Leaving The Island was still permissible, but almost no one ever tried. The Colonel made you leave with only the clothes on your back, and sometimes not even with them. The last woman who voluntarily left had been whipped within an inch of her life for some made up crime. She had walked off The Island with her head high and blood running down her like a curtain of red. She came back two days later—as one of them. The red blood was gone; she had become as grey and stiff as a rock.
Compared to some, Deanna had it easy. One women convicted of theft was lashed to ribbons and then hung by the wrists from one of the tree branches that stood out over the river. The zombies ate her from the feet up; it took her five hours to die.
That's why Deanna hadn't agreed to the whole crazy escape until the little baby inside her had forced her to, and now, supposedly, she was the lynchpin to the entire plan. There were only three sets of keys to the motorpool and Sergeant Robinski was the only choice left to the escapees. The other two sets were in the hands of officers who had their own personal whores, girls who still thought they were special in some way and weren't about to give up their privilege.
Deanna use to think she was special. Time, tears, and pain had cured her of that malignant fantasy. In their eyes she was nothing, or less than nothing, if that was possible and for months she had fully embraced the idea that all she was good for in this world was sucking dick, but here she was, the lynchpin! A woman with the most necessary and dangerous part of the job...or so she thought.
As the three of them drew up to the gates of the motorpool other women crept out of the shadows. Some hefted large boxes, others bore jugs of water or crates of food—some even had guns! Deanna shuddered to think what they had to go through to get them.
Suddenly, stealing keys from a dull-witted sergeant seemed insignificant.
She handed them to Mindy who ran forward and started working the different keys into the lock at the gate, looking for the right one. While Deanna watched, Melanie found her and wrapped her in a tight hug. "You did it, I knew you would."
"Yeah," Deanna said, nervously, shifting from foot to foot. "But what happens if Robinski notices that the keys are gone?"
"It's a chance we are all taking, Dee."
Just then Mindy found the right key and seconds later thirty two women rushed forward and slipped through the gates; Deanna was carried along with them like a toy sailboat on a windy pond. The group bustled into the maintenance building and then stood clumped together as Mindy and Bessy went to the office and unlocked that door as well. 
When they came out, each held a handful of loose keys.
"Kay and Melanie!" Bessy called when she had found the right ones.
Melanie gave Deanna's hand a nervous squeeze and then stepped forward with Kay Gallagher. Bessy nodded once to them and said, "The two five-tons. You know the ones. Don't start the engines until my signal." She handed a key to each of the women, who ran off without looking back. The remaining keys she shoved into the cargo pocket of her pants. Strictly speaking, military vehicles don't need keys to be started; there is simply an ignition button that turns the engine over when pressed, however all the vehicles in the motorpool had inch-thick chains on their steering wheels to keep them from being taken for a joyride by rambunctious soldiers.
Bessy's gaze swept the remaining women. "Where's Tina and Gloria?"
Everyone looked at one another as if Tina and Gloria were among them but in disguise. Someone made a crack to look in the bushes; it wasn't a secret that the two women weren't just bunk mates, they were bed mates as well.
"We're still ten minutes ahead of schedule," Mindy said, trying to be reassuring. "Deanna was quicker than we thought she'd be."
"Right," Bessy said. "Ok, we get started without them. Veronica, get those uniforms passed around. Mindy, you go out to the gate and keep an eye out for latecomers."
Veronica, a bosomy twenty-year-old, and two assistants went through the boxes and handed out the uniforms. The camouflaged BDUs were pinned at the cuffs and ankles and were so large they hung like limp canvas on the women. Still, in the dark they looked somewhat like soldiers; close enough to pass at a distance.
When the women were almost all dressed, Tina and Gloria, hand-in-hand, rushed into the room. "Sorry we're late," Tina said. "My man wouldn't finish up. He thought he was doing me some sort of favor with his quote-unquote loving." She smirked and Gloria nudged her with her shoulder.
"Thank God, those days are over with," Bessy said. "One way or the other, we're all done with that as of tonight."
The women gave a nervous little cheer, all save Deanna who was just noticing that shoes hadn't been included with the uniform. Everyone else had dressed for the occasion in sneakers or comfortable flats, while she had only five-inch heels. What would happen if they had to run?
"Oh God, why did I agree to this," she said in a painful whine. Her chest had begun to hurt.
Bessy suddenly appeared at Deanna's side and grabbed her arm, forcefully. She spoke directly into her ear "Hush! Don't you start, or you'll cause a panic."
"These are my only shoes," Deanna hissed, holding up her heels. "What happens if we have to run? What happens if there's zombies?"
In the dark, the lines of stress across Bessy's forehead looked like deep ruts in a dirt road. "Look, we never said everything would be perfect. Suck it up, alright? We got trucks. It'll be ok."
Suck it up? Deanna swayed in place when Bessy left her side.
"Ok ladies," Bessy said just loud enough to be heard over the rustle of women. "Give me two lines."
After months of living on a military installation it took only seconds for them to sort themselves into two lines of sixteen women each. Bessy looked the women up and down before pulling Joslyn Reynolds out of one line and sticking her next to Deanna."We need three guns in the back of each vehicle," Bessy said. "Remember, shoot at anything that shoots at you."
Joslyn was shaking like a leaf; in her hand was a big black pistol. Deanna was immediately jealous; the only weapon she had were the useless shoes in her hands.
"Are you a good shot?" she asked Joslyn.
"Nuh-uh. My husband was the gun nut. I only shot a few times. I don't think I can hit anything, I tell you. Shit, I'm scared."
"Hush," Mindy ordered, coming back down the line like a drill sergeant to glare at little Joslyn.
"Here we go," Bessy said from the door. She pulled a handgun from her BDUs and held it pointing at the floor. "I'm riding shotgun in the first vehicle and Mindy will ride in the second. The rest of you, line one get in the first vehicle, line two, the second. Once in, stay low and for God's sake keep your mouths shut. Line one, go."
The woman at the very front of the line took a step back instead of forward and Bessy had to reach out and pull her to get her feet moving. The fear in the lines was electric; there was not a woman among them who didn't look like she was about to bolt. A number of them had begun to pant and behind Deanna, Joslyn was whimpering. Deanna felt a stab of anger at this, unjustly thinking that someone with a gun shouldn't be so afraid.
The lines of women were snaking between the many army vehicles when suddenly, the engines of two trucks rumbled into life. A woman in Dee's line stopped, causing a chain reaction of people bumping into the person in front of them. Deanna felt the hard barrel of the pistol Joslyn was carrying jab her in the back.
"Watch it," she whispered.
"I can't do this," Joslyn's whimpered. "They'll kill us. They'll hang us Dee."
"It'll be ok," Deanna said, taking the smaller woman's free hand and pulling her to the truck. "Besides, you got a gun. At least you can fight back."
Joslyn seemed just as afraid of the gun as she did of getting caught by the Colonel's men. She was in such a state that she had to be practically lifted into the back of the truck. Her hands felt as though they had been greased and Deanna had to grip her by her green army shirt to pull her in.
When the heavy tailgate was slammed in place, the truck immediately lurched forward unevenly. Someone cried out, "Oh God!"
"Shut up!"another ordered. It was hard to see who spoke. The back of the truck was covered in a heavy canvas that blocked out most of the starlight. It was impossible to tell who anyone was. Deanna was crushed between two women while there was a third practically draped all over her. She didn't mind. It made her feel safer knowing there was something between her and a bullet.
Minutes passed as the trucks made their way down the length of The Island. In the dark they could hear men they passed mutter: 
"What the hell?"
"They doin' night patrols now?"
"Where the fuck they going?"
The women bit their lips and huddled closer to one another—all save Joslyn. She squirmed and whimpered, and finally, when the truck started to shimmy as it crossed the frail-looking pontoon bridge over the Illinois River, she blurted out, "I can't do this! I can't. Here, Dee, take the gun, I don't want it anymore."
Unexpectedly, the hard metal weapon was shoved into her hands. Deanna thought she would be happy to be finally armed, but as Joslyn squirmed further into the back of the truck like a rat in a pile of garbage; Deanna was abruptly thrust to the tailgate. Gone were the human shields and the soft press of warm bodies all around her. Suddenly, she felt more naked than she had been earlier when she had on only the pair of high heels.
"Oh shit," she whispered, realizing she was afraid beyond anything she had yet felt. She shook and shivered and there was an iron taste of terror in her mouth. When the trucks stopped just beyond the bank of the river she had to hold her legs together to keep from urinating on herself. 
They were at the bridge gate. 
Just across the bridge from The Island, a small perimeter had been set up; it was heavily fortified and heavily gunned and heavily manned, although at night the men tended to keep as quiet as possible to keep the zombies from rushing the fencing. 
Now there were questions in the dark: What the fuck is this? Whose idea was this? Who's gonna open the gates, cuz I know I'm not.
The women in the truck couldn't answer these questions of course. Even if they had satisfactory answers, which they did not, their high voices would give them away in a heartbeat. Someone, Bessy probably, replied in the only way she could: with her gun.
In the near dead-silent night, the gunshots seemed like explosions. They went off one after another like a thundering hammer, and then there came the grinding of gears and the roar of the engines as the trucks lurched forward crashing through the gates. All the women in the back cringed down as low as they could, all except the women at the tailgate. Next to Deanna was Bambi Gustuvson and next to her was Jenny Fine.
"Guns out!" Bambi ordered. She had a pistol just like Dee's and thrust it over the gate. Deanna's gun was clutched between her breasts and no sooner did she point it out at the shadowy forest than the dark night was lit up by the flashes and thunder of automatic weapons—the soldiers were firing back!
A hail of bullets swept across the trucks, shredding the canvas, pinging off the heavy metal sides, and thumping home with a wet sound. Unearthly screams erupted around her. They were so intense they tore into Deanna's soul and stained her mind with terror and pain-driven madness. Assaulted by those screams, her courage failed her completely.
"I don't want the gun," Deanna cried, turning to find Joslyn. She was a dim figure, a vague shadow crawling among others of her kind. They seemed no more human than a pail of earth worms struggling over each other. "Take it back," Deanna screeched. Joslyn crawled away faster, her hands now black with someone's blood.
Bambi pulled Deanna back around just as the trucks took a turn in the dirt road. "Shoot your damn gun!" Bambi yelled and then pointed over the tailgate. The view from the back of the truck was enough to paralyze Deanna. The forest perimeter seemed alive with strange insect-like beasts that shot flame. All around her the air hissed insidiously with near misses while closer came the horrible soft thuds of bullets striking meat.
One of these hit inches from Deanna. 
Bambi was shooting her pistol hot when she stopped and said, "Oh." It was a confused syllable, incongruent with the violence all around them. She touched her neck which was covered in a splash of black; her fingers disappeared into a deep hole that seemed to go right through her. Bambi's eyes fluttered and she fell into Deanna just as the two of them were covered in a hot mist of blood. 
Someone else had been hit.
Judging by the screams and the mayhem in the truck it looked to Deanna like everyone had been hit. Jenny Fine had her jaw shot away. She gurgled and choked on splinters of bone and white teeth but kept firing her rifle. She was a creature out of a nightmare, firing and reloading until another bullet took the top of her head right off. She fell back and just like that the raw thuds ceased and a second later the hard pings also stopped.
The soldiers had been using Jenny and Bambi's muzzle flashes as an aiming point and without them to shoot at they were left to fire at the shadow struck forest and the vague sounds of the retreating trucks.
Then they took another turn and The Island was out of sight and the night around them sank into silence. In the bed of the truck there was misery. Someone turned on a flashlight—women were crawling in pools of blood and across the riddled canvas were red blotches and a splash of pink and grey. 
Some unrecognizable women cried, "We made it!"
Deanna puked over the tailgate.



Chapter 6  
Jillybean
Lewis Smith Lake, Alabama
The little zombie, her brown hair going in all directions, her clothes ripped and ragged, and her face looking smoothly grey, paused for a moment, staring at the ground. She drooled convincingly.
Are you sure about this? Ipes asked, looking around at the forest. The forest was close and sticky, the trees and the vines and the grabby-bushes pressed in on all sides. He couldn't see more than a dozen feet whichever way he looked. Anything could be out there! He was so afraid that his mane was at all angles and the tips of his ears quivered.
Jillybean didn't see what had him so on edge. The forest was empty as humans saw these sorts of things. Though she had already tiptoed by a million or so insects, and every type of mouse, mole and vole, and all sorts of reptiles that slivered or scurried out of her path, she hadn't seen a single human and hardly any monsters.
It's not like she failed to notice the squirrels that chattered and the birds that quarreled and the buggy bugs that buzzed and hummed, it's just that she categorized these things as "natural" and she was looking for the unnatural, for the out of place.
"Yes, I'm sure about this," Jillybean said in an undertone. Sweat dripped into her eyes and with a willpower beyond most adults, she let the salt burn—there was no telling if a half-dozing monster was even then looking at her. If there was one, all it would see was a little girl monster with a zebra tucked in her ripped up and stained shirt.
What if you get lost? Ipes persisted. Who knows where we're heading?
"Oh stop, you big chicken. You saw the map the same as me. West is the lake, east is I-65, north is to our right and south is to the left. How hard is that?"
Ipes snorted and looked around at the forest. All I see are different kinds of trees. There's a really big one, and that one has soft leaves, and I think the one with all the pokey needles is a pine tree. What I don't see is a sign that says which way west is, or south or any of it. Think about it, Jillybean: we could get lost forever in a forest like this.
"I thought zebras don't ever get lost," Jillybean said. "You told me that more than once."
Well, I'm more of a city-zebra, you know. I can tell perfect direction as long as I can orient myself on the nearest McDonald's. It's a rule: if you can still smell French fries then you aren't lost. 
The little monster's stomach rumbled. "I wish you hadn't mentioned French fries." She put the idea of food out of her mind and concentrated on where she was going. Jillybean wasn't lost. Her path, an old streambed that hadn't seen a stream in two-centuries, showed her precisely where to go.
Amid the dirt and the grasses and the pretty blue and yellow flowers, and the quartz-shot rocks, and the lines of army ants marching, Captain Grey had given her plenty of clues. Besides the boot prints he left in the sand and mud at every opportunity, there were kicked-over stones showing their damp ends and plants that hadn't been just stepped on, but cruelly ground under foot.
Ipes, who made a business out of worrying, made a mental leap from fear of being lost to: What about the monsters?
"What about them?" Jillybean shot back. She liked to pretend that the zombies didn't scare her, but they really did. Even the littlest, gimpiest, most toothless monster filler her belly with a queasy sickness. And Ipes knew it.
What if you don't see one? Or hear it? What if your disguise doesn't work and it comes out of the bushes and gets you!
"The monsters don't scare me," she said to Ipes. This was a lie, clearly. She thought about it frequently: what if, despite all of her precautions, one of the zombie-monsters got her? Or what about the squirmy thing that hid under the bed? What if it knew her foot was out of the covers? What would happen if the crawly wet things that hid in the sewers were to suddenly come out and show themselves to her?
Once upon a time, her Daddy would have scoffed at such things and Jillybean would've been soothed. Now she was stuck relying on blind hope; that and the knowledge that so far she had been able to either outrun or outwit anything that had come her way.
They scare me, Ipes confessed.
"Everything scares you." As if to make her point a bumblebee as big as her thumb, rumbled by and Ipes hid himself. Jillybean's eyes widened slightly, however her curiosity was greater than her fear. She wanted to reach out and stroke its soft looking fuzzy body and she wanted to investigates its stumpy looking wings and measure what she was sure had to be a gargantuan stinger.
Not everything scares me, Ipes replied, when the bumblebee danger had abated. But the monsters scare me and they should scare you, too. What about that one? Aren't you scared?
Ahead of her was an old one, wrinkled, with grey hair to match its grey skin. After a quick glance, Jillybean paid it no attention which was the right thing to do. She could only moan a trifle louder, trust in her disguise, and keep to the trail.
The zombie ignored her and when it ambled away she tried to pick up the trail again, wasting a half hour searching in widening circles for the least sign of Captain Grey and his captors. They weren't woodsman and from the various tracks she counted their number to be at least eight. Finally, on the edge of a fern's leaf she spied what looked like a huge brown loogie. It smelled nasty.
That's tobacco, I think, Ipes told her. You found their trail again.
He wasn't enthused, but Jillybean hurried forward excitedly and nearly blundered into a whole mess of monsters. They were a stinky lot, which is saying something since even normal zombies smelled of the worst of humanity: decaying teeth, vomit, feces, and the sickening putrescence of gangrene. These Alabamian monsters had such a full stench Jillybean found herself close to gagging which would've meant her certain death.
She fought it back and allowed herself to moan louder to ease the feeling in her tummy. That part, at least, was easy to fake. They were strewn across her path grazing on the vegetation, and she was forced to circle wide around them. In a few minutes she had left them far behind and picked up the trail which ended shortly after.
Jillybean found herself in a wide clearing that smacked right up to Lewis Smith Lake. From there the trail just died. She wandered around, confused to discover the tracks of lots of humans. They went every which way except out of there.
"This doesn't make sense," she said. There were prints everywhere but they led nowhere. And there were more prints, some clearly made by women. She started circling again, this time ignoring the footprints. Instead she focused on the other clues: a pile of oddly placed branches on the ground that when pulled up revealed a deep fire pit that had been well used. Off to the side near the clearings edge she saw a stack of wood, again covered by branches. Why cover wood?
Maybe they're coming back, Ipes said in her head.
"Maybe," Jillybean murmured under her breath. High up on the trunk of a tree she saw the initials A.G. and J.G. freshly carved in the center of a heart. She wandered closer and stood staring up, looking just like one of the vacant-minded monsters. She saw where someone had worn a path up the boughs of the tree. On the branch next to the initials she noted tick marks etched into the bark. There were twenty three of them.
What did they mean?
The number of days they were here, Ipes suggested. Or how many people were here?
Jillybean figured it was the number of people who had been here, but if that were so, where did they all go so fast? There was a matted area of grass where a group had habitually sat; and there was a little hollow at the base of a tree where a smoker had stashed his butts, and to the side were ruts in the dirt where a folding chair had been placed, day in and day out for some time.
A group of people had been here, that was for sure, and Jillybean figured they would certainly have left a trail out of there, but she was wrong. She circled around the clearing twice and only found the one trail leading in.
Perplexed she went to the water's edge and looked out. The western sun hung low over a small tree-covered island that sat in the water about a hundred yards out. Beyond that, the lake was empty save for the windy wrinkles on its surface.
I didn't hear a motor, Ipes said, reading her mind. A boat was the only way a group of any size with a prisoner in tow could have gotten out of there without leaving a trail. A sailboat, you think?
"Uh-uh," Jillybean said in a whisper. "Not with the wind coming at us. I think we'd still see them."
So where'd they go? They couldn't have...
"Shhh," Jillybean hushed her zebra suddenly. She'd heard a hollow thump that had sounded familiar. What was it? A heel kicking a plank of wood? Someone striking a barrel? It was a touch metallic and...there it was again!
The sound centered on the little island and when she looked that way a second time, her eyes widened. The island had moved.
That's not possible, Ipes said in an awed tone. 
"That's because that's not an island," she said. "Islands don't move and they especially don't move into the wind." The island was slowly, very slowly heading further out onto the lake. Already it was further than she felt comfortable swimming to, especially as a pretend monster; she just wasn't that strong of a tadpole.
With a sinking sensation in her stomach she realized that Captain Grey was on that strange, tree covered boat and that he was lost to them.



Chapter 7 
Captain Grey
Lewis Smith Lake, Alabama
The Floating Island was ingenious, but also indicative of the group's cowardly mindset. It was made up of nine flat-hulled pontoon boats that had been lashed together, three across and three down, creating a rectangle sixty six feet long and thirty wide. The boat's motors, awnings, and comfy chairs had been thrown away, leaving a wide flat deck, around which a mass of fake plants had been attached; Christmas trees and plastic ferns making up the main of these. 
Up close, the trees were clearly fake and the "island" obvious for what it was, however from thirty yards or more, it seemed to blend in with the backdrop. On the whole it was a good illusion however it forced the group that had created it to live an illusionary life.
Twenty-three people lived on the island; suburbanites who had somehow found a way not to starve during the apocalypse. Generally they spent their days on shore where they had a tiny bit more freedom, but at night the plank was drawn in and the island moved to an anchorage out on the lake where the zombies couldn't get at them. They were a timid lot. They spoke only in whispers and walked hunched over so their movement couldn't be seen. They slept in small green tents, two per pontoon and of possessions they had next to nothing.
Captain Grey had been hustled to the very back corner of the Floating Island and now sat with his back up against the fake greenery. He was eyed by the group and despite their obvious advantage over him he saw the fear in their eyes; it was well placed. There wasn't a man among them that he couldn't kill with his bare hands—if they weren't tied behind his back, that is.
"Are we far enough out?" Shawn Gates asked.
Grey had a list going in his mind: names with faces. The group who had captured him were open with their words; they chatted quietly, but freely. He'd been their prisoner for all of two hours, most of which had been spent tip-toeing through the forest, and already he knew almost everything he needed to know about them. 
Their leader, Michael Gates, stood a few inches over six foot. He had a saggy gut that had likely once stuck out a good two feet back when food wasn't an issue; his hair was a sandy, receding, blonde and his eyes were a nervous blue. Strangely, he seemed uncomfortable making any decision, even the simplest of ones. Lifting himself into a half-crouch, he looked over the fake shrubbery toward the nearest land and said, "A few more yards, I think. I guess it depends on what we're going to do with him."
"We're going to torture him. That's why you wanted him alive, right?" Shawn asked.
"Yeah, I guess," Michael agreed reluctantly. He turned to his son, Cody who was steering and said. "That's good, cut the engine."
The "engine" was simply an electric motor that was hooked up to a couple of car batteries. Cody clicked it off and then stepped to the next boat and pulled the pin on a spool of rope. The spool spun round soundlessly. "Anchors down," he intoned as if it were part of some sort of grave ceremony. 
Shawn came to stand over Grey. He was slighter in build than his brother but was otherwise very similar in appearance; all except his eyes that is. His eyes were an angry and very intense blue. It was clear he hated his prisoner with a passion. He pulled out a picture of a teenage girl and shoved it in Captain Grey's face. "Where is she? What have you done to her?"
Grey barely gave the picture a glance. "I don't know her. I've never seen her before."
A curse leapt from Shawn's mouth and he would've punched Grey in the face but his brother jumped up and pulled him off. "Just hold on, now," Michael said, as the pontoons rocked back and forth with a thumping noise. "We need to settle down for the moment. We have to think about this."
Fred Trigg laughed. "You captured him so you could torture him, what's there to think about? Or are you just going soft, Michael?"
Michael glared him back down. "I meant we have to think about how we're going to do this. Just punching him in the head randomly isn't going to get the information we want."
"We should wait until sunset," John Gates suggested. "And go out to the middle of the lake and do it. That way if any of his bandit friends are around, they'll get a good earful."
"Should we gag him?" a sallow-faced woman asked.
"Then how would he talk?" Shawn snapped. "Torture is useless if the guy can't talk."
"I meant for now," she said. "Also, there's something we're overlooking: what if he's not a bandit?"
Shawn rolled his eyes. "Clara, please. Look at him."
She did look at him, very intently. Her sad brown eyes roved every inch of his face before she declared: "He's not one of them. I'm sure of it."
The group grew unsettled over her statement. Shawn's anger wilted out of him and gingerly he took his wife's face in his hands. "You said you were blindfolded, Clara. This could be one of them. This could be one of those murdering, rapist mother-fuckers who took our daughter."
"I'm not," Grey said. "I'm Captain James Grey of the US Army currently based out of Glenwood Springs, Colorado. My identification is in my front right pocket." It was all he had left in his pockets. When they had caught him digging Sarah's grave they had taken everything else of value from him: his M4, his bayonet, and all his ammo, minus one bullet. Grey had managed to get one shot off; a warning shot to Neil and Sadie and more importantly, to Jillybean. As much as he liked Neil, Grey knew that Jillybean was the key to any rescue attempt.
Shawn made no move to check his ID so Clara stepped around him and searched until she found the laminated card. She began to smile in relief. "He's in the army alright. He's a captain just like he said."
"No, he was in the army," Shawn said. "The army is gone, honey. Just like the country is gone. And you saw the raiders same as us. What do they wear? Camo, just like this guy. And what do they drive? Humvees just like this guy. And what kind of guns do they have?" he answered his own question by holding up Grey's M4.
Michael watched all this while leaning on the rail with the fake shrubbery biting into his back and a cloud of gnats floating over his head. "I'm sorry, Clara, but we're going to have to torture him. There's no other way we'll get any information out of him."
"I could just tell you what I know," Grey said. Clara looked at him sharply, while Michael gave him a benign but unbelieving grin. "There are five of us," Grey told him. "Two men, a teenager, a seven-year-old girl and an infant. We stopped down at Smith Road to bury one of our friends."
"I didn't see any girls, or a body," Shawn said. "Anyone see this body he was burying?" The other eight males of the group shook their heads as one. Shawn gave a low barking laugh. "Me neither. But you know, I am willing to believe you had some girls in tow. That fits the bill nicely."
"A little too nicely," Michael said, waving at his halo of gnats. "Pull up the anchor, John. I think we should do this in Black Canyon Cove. It's the least accessible spot from Smith Road."
"You're really going to do this?" Grey asked. "You're going to torture an innocent man?"
"Innocent?" Michael demanded. "We're supposed to believe you just showed up and headed right for us by accident?" Grey started to answer but Michael cut him off. "Just like back in Birmingham? And at Oak Mountain? And again on the interstate? Then ten days ago at Sandy Bottom Beach? Were each of those accidents, too?"
"I don't know anything about those other incidents."
"I wish I could believe you," Michael said. "Once is a coincidence, five times is a very clear pattern. Really, if I was you I'd shut up. All you're doing is making Shawn angrier and we both know he doesn't need the incentive. Instead, you should pray while you can."
Since it was the only thing he really could do, Captain Grey dropped his chin to his chest and prayed as the spool's handle was cranked and the anchor was drawn up. Once it was pinned in place, Shawn started the electric motor humming and the Floating Island began to slip very slowly away. The electric motor was little more than a souped-up fishing engine designed for steerage, not propulsion; at full power they would be lucky to go at the speed of a Sunday stroll.
That was by design. They moved so slowly that the average person wouldn't even notice them moving at all.
The electric hum lulled the group into sleepiness. Some slunk into their tents while others lounged around on pillows or in chairs in the communal area. Michael hadn't budged. He eyed Grey close like a coon dog staring up at a dinner table. Grey saw that there would be no slipping his bonds unseen, no sly escape. The best he could hope for was a wild plunge into the water when the sun went down, which wouldn't be for another half hour. Even that probably, almost certainly, would be a waste of energy. With his hands tied behind his back it would be a struggle just to stay afloat.
Out of curiosity Grey stood to get a look around. Michael tensed, while Shawn with his hand on the motor looked ready to fly across the boat. Grey ignored them. The boat was rounding a jetty of land; after they passed it they would be in open water with the closest land a half mile away. 
With a sigh, Grey sat back down again.
"More angle, Shawn," Michael ordered. "Let's not give our friend even a ghost of a chance." He turned back to Grey and appraised him. "I know you're thinking about jumping in. It's obvious."
"Of course it's obvious," Grey retorted. "Look at my options. I stay on board and chug slowly to my death or I go for one last swim."
"Who said anything about death?" Michael asked.
Grey snorted derisively. "Please, if I confess to anything you'll have me executed after the fact, and if I don't confess, are you going to pat me on the back and say: no hard feelings?" Michael shrugged a little but held his tongue. Grey went on, "When I look at you guys, all I see are scared villagers with pitchforks and torches, and to you anything else looks like Frankenstein's monster."
"Nice try," Michael said after a moment of contemplation. "The problem with your analogy is that you look and act exactly like Frankenstein's monster. We'd be fools not to grab our pitchforks."
"You're fools alright, and cowards," Grey sneered. He lowered his voice to an angry hiss, "And you're the most cowardly one of all. You could prove me innocent just by sending some men back up to Smith Road to check on my story, but you won't, will you?"
"And risk more of my people now that you're friends are ready for us?" Michael shot back. "Sorry, but we've taken too many risks already. Look around. How many men do you think I have to spare running around the forests right before sunset?"
"You shouldn't talk to him, Michael," Shawn said. "He'll fill your head with so much crap that you won't know which way is up. Come over here. He's not going anywhere."
After a last hard look, Michael went to sit with his brother, leaving Grey alone on his own pontoon. They didn't seem to care too much if he jumped in. They were in open water now, jumping in would be futile. Grey lay back on the deck figuring he would try to get some sleep at least, when a silver glint caught his eye.
It was the very tip of a knife, going up and down, cutting at the rope holding his pontoon to the other eight. Each pontoon platform sat on two large aluminum tubes about a foot over the water. Someone was in the open space beneath the platform. 
"Jillybean," he breathed. "Not yet." He didn't know for certain that it was her under the boat, but it was the safest bet he could have ever wagered on.
 Either she didn't hear him, or she had her own plans, because the knife kept going. Grey worked his way to his feet. Michael and Shawn tensed, but Grey shook his head and said loudly. "I'm not going to try to escape, at least not when it's light out. Maybe if I waited thirty minutes or so I would then, but not now."
Had Jillybean heard the inflection in his voice? Would she wait? In his periphery he saw the knife tip pause for only a second before it went back to work.
Shit!
Grey went to the railing and leaned there, letting a new wind blow in his face, hoping to draw everyone's attention to him and not down at the crevice between the boats. "Especially with me tied up like I am," he added.
The knife kept going, cutting like crazy. It wasn't difficult. The ropes around the boats weren't inch-thick maritime ropes designed to hold freighters in place, they were quarter-inch nylon and meant for the day-sailor to take his fifteen-foot Sunfish out for the afternoon. The knife was going through them like butter and in seconds one side of his pontoon was free and a crack opened up.
"The dark won't save you," Shawn said. "This motor isn't the fastest, but it's a long way to shore now. Longer than you think."
Grey knew exactly how far they were from shore, but Jillybean was already committed. He was trying to think of something to say when the tip of the knife reappeared at the front of the boat where they were still connected to the larger mass of boats. He saw they were less than a minute from separating. What would happen then? Would Michael and Shawn try to leap across as the boats slowly separated? Or would they just shoot him?
Words suddenly failed him when he need them most, but luckily for him, Clara took that moment to stand up in the middle boat and state baldly, "I think torture is the wrong thing to do."
Shawn slammed his hand down with a heavy thump which vibrated throughout the pontoons, all except the boat Grey was on—his was no longer attached to the others. There was a two-inch gap separating his from the rest.
"Things are about to get interesting," he whispered.



Chapter 8 
Ipes the Zebra
Lewis Smith Lake, Alabama
Why am I even here! Ipes wailed. Jillybean was clinging desperately beneath the pontoon boat, holding to a rusty strut with one hand while she cut at the ropes with the other—Ipes was clinging even more fiercely to the inside collar of her shirt. These types of boats were strange and scary to the little zebra, especially from underneath. The water was right there! And the tubes the platforms sat on were large and slippery and looked alarmingly like torpedoes.
He'd already asked if they could blow up with her continually touching them like she was, but Jillybean hadn't deigned to answer such a silly question.
"You're here because you wouldn't let me leave you on shore," Jillybean said under her breath. When they first saw the Floating Island drifting further out onto the lake she had done the smart thing and hadn't leapt into the water to try to catch it, much to Ipes relief. Instead, she had simply hurried along the shore to the jutting spur of land a few miles away and then, in spite of Ipes' suggestion that they go back to see Neil and Sadie, whom he suddenly missed with heart-rending honesty, she had tied her sneakers around her waist and had paddled slowly into the path of the Floating Island as it came creeping along. She had counted on her disguise to be mistaken for just another zombie in the water.
Now she had her cricket-thin legs splayed between the tubes of one boat and that of its neighbor, trying her best to reach the last rope. She had Ipes stuffed into her shirt with just his head sticking out. He felt like he was on some sort of nightmare ride at a theme park.
I know I didn't want to be on shore before, but that was before and now I'm really starting to think you were right about leaving me. I know rescuing Captain Grey is nice and all, but this is crazy! This is really the most crazy thing you have ever done. We could drown. Or…or a shark or a trout or something could get us. And what about the motor? It could chop us into bits. Did you think about that before you dragged me along?
"At least, I'm not trying to blow up the boats this time," she said with a grunt. "And I didn't know what my plan was going to be till I got here. Sorry if it doesn't meet your high standard of rescues."
You could have at least waited until sunset like Captain Grey suggested. That seemed really smart. Why don't you stop cutting that rope and just hold on with two hands for a while.
"We'll be too close to shore if we wait any longer."
 Ipes squinched his big nose in confusion. Are you saying you don't want to go to shore? I want to go to shore, and I'm pretty sure Captain Grey wants to go to shore as well. Anyone in their right mind wants to go to shore, which means you must be crazy.
Finally, the last rope parted; Jillybean relaxed her grip and slid into the water, barely keeping Ipes from drowning.
What are you doing? Ipes asked with growing alarm. Jillybean was treading water, letting the boats glide over her head. What about the motor? Won't we get chopped up?
"Don't worry, the roundy-roundy thing is way over there," she said. Way over there wasn't way over there far enough for Ipes' sake. Jillybean took a deep breath and said, "Time to get dunked again." It was all the warning Ipes had before she ducked under the water to avoid the fake plants at the back of the boat. She grabbed on with one hand as they passed over her.
The zebra came up spluttering while Jillybean came up in silence. Determined and focused she began going hand over hand, pulling herself along the back of the boat, moving ominously closer to the propeller. 
Ipes suddenly had to pee. Are you going to disable the propeller or the motor? I think you should go with the motor, it's less scary.
"I'm not gonna touch either, silly. That would stop the boat."
Uhhhh, Jillybean? I don't get it. How do we plan on getting away if the boat isn't stopped?
"Stopping the propeller would stop both the boats," she said making her way gingerly around the propeller and heading for the anchor that hung from the spool above. 
Yes, I suppose it would, Ipes said. And that's bad because?
"Sss," she hissed like a snake. It was her way of hushing him up as noiselessly as she could. People were arguing up on deck. Jillybean bobbed in the water, listening with her head turned and angled, her breath barely coming in and out.
"How can you of all people stand there and tell me that?" Shawn demanded, furiously. From what Ipes could tell he seemed very close; only a foot or two above their heads. "Torture may be the only way to get our Amy back."
"We could trade him," Clara said. There was desperation in her voice and an undertone of panic. "But if you do this, just think about what they'll do to her."
"I don't have to!" Shawn practically screamed. "We've seen the bodies. We know what they do already."
Jillybean? Ipes said. Whatever your plan is, let's do it. We can't sit here like this.
"But what do the raiders do to them?" she asked, nervously. Ipes knew her fears better than even his own. What scared her most of all was the unknown. Zombies could eat you and bullets would kill you and lakes could pull you down into the blackness at the muddy bottom and drown you, and all these things she could handle; they were scary and yet they were also known qualities. It was the unknown that could paralyze Jillybean.
Jillybean! Come on. Those raiders aren't even here. They could be fifty miles away.
"You're right," she whispered. With a deep breath she began to pull herself up. For her the trees and the struts and the railing were a simple ladder, and she went up, forgetting only one thing.
Jilly! Help! Ipes cried as he slid down her shirt and dropped into the water.
"Farts!" she cursed her worst curse, before retracing her holds and reaching out with one of her tiny feet and grabbing Ipes' right ear with her toes.
Ew. You look like a monkey, he said as he was hauled upwards.
"At least I don't smell like one," she shot back. "Boy, this would be easier if you weren't so fat," she griped.
It's water-weight, I swear. I haven't had a cookie in weeks.
"Sure you haven't," she said, taking hold of him by the scruff of the neck with her teeth!
This is weird, he commented. The feeling was strange and gentle, and if he wasn't so sure that she was climbing to their death he might have been lulled into sleepiness. Instead he had a front row seat as she climbed up the back of the boat and slithered a skinny arm under the rail, following the line of the anchor.
She saw the spool and the hand-crank and the pin holding the line in place. With two very giant-looking adults standing only inches from her, she pulled the pin on the spool. There wasn't even a splash. The group that had kidnapped Captain Grey had designed the anchor system for ultimate quiet and the spool barely hummed as it let out its line.
Now what? Ipes asked. You didn't want the two boats to stop but I think they are gonna when the anchor hits the bottom.
The little girl scrambled back the way she had come. For Ipes, going down was more scary than going up. She climbed with her chin jutted over one shoulder so she could see where she was going and this left Ipes dangling over the churning water above the propeller with only her teeth keeping him from a certain death.
Jillybean? Do you still have your baby teeth? Do they feel lose to you? They feel lose to me.
In her haste, she ignored him. They were on a time crunch. If the anchor bit into something before she got to Captain Grey's boat they would find themselves in deep trouble. Unfortunately, the anchor fell through the depths faster than Jillybean had reckoned and it fetched up on something sturdy. The Floating Island shook as the eight pontoons that were still tied together lost their forward momentum.
Free of the others, Captain Grey's boat banged into the pontoon in front of it and then, as the entire Floating Island, still being driven by the electric motor, started to yaw to the right it began to spin off to the left.
Jillybean saw the angles working on the boats and the energies being released. She summed up the answer to an unspoken equation in a fraction of a second and dove into the water, inches from the propeller.
Noooo…Ipes cried before the cool water rushed all around him and choked off his words. He felt like he was drowning or rather he felt like a sponge that was drowning which was worse in a way. Then Jillybean broke the surface and was swimming as fast as she could.
Above they heard someone yell: "What did you do?"
"Me?" Captain Grey asked with faux innocence. "My hands are tied behind my back. I didn't do anything."
"It's the anchor," a woman shouted. "Someone let it out."
"Farts!" Jillybean cursed around a mouthful of Ipes' blue shirt as she realized that her scheme was unraveling too quickly. She reached the free pontoon just as the people on the Floating Island rushed for the anchor. 
In seconds she had climbed the trees and vaulted the rail like a monkey. Rudely, at least in Ipes' eyes, she dropped the zebra on a cardboard box and rushed to the captain, pulling her knife as she went. The boats were now twenty yards apart and the distance was growing with every second.
"They must be under the pontoons," someone screamed in panic. Michael began telling his people to watch over the edges, but they were reluctant. At least two of the men had pistols aimed at Captain Grey and looked ready to fire when one of them saw Jillybean. "Hold on! That's a little girl. Don't shoot! Don't shoot!"
Jillybean took full advantage of the confusion; like a sparrow she zipped past the stunned captain and made for the closest tent. After the briefest hesitation in which she took its measure she slashed at it with her sharp knife.
"Uh, Jillybean?" Captain Grey asked, looking just as shocked as the people gathered on the other boats.
Forget it, Ipes moaned to the captain. We're doomed. She's lost it!
She ignored them both and in a few seconds she had cut the tent near in half. It flapped wide and at first looked like an opened clam, but when she grabbed one side and rushed to the front of the boat, the tent resembled a kite that was about to fly off on the growing wind.
"Tell her to stop that," Michael ordered. "You aren't going anywhere, you know." The facts didn't back up his statement. The interlocked boats were still easing on an arc to the east while the lone pontoon was continuing on, slowly north. Michael saw his brother Shawn was at the anchor spool working the hand crank, but no one had yet corrected the angle of the propeller. "Someone turn that damned motor!"
When he glanced back he saw Jillybean working like mad tying down one edge of the tent to the front, left side of the pontoon. Her movements were mostly a curiosity until she went to tie down the other side of the canvas tent and then everyone saw what she had built: a sail.
"Untie me! I can help," Grey shouted, hurrying up to her.
"No time," she replied, as her little hands tied down the tent, using its straps and stakes. "Lean right here. Put your weight here."
Ipes saw the tent fill with wind and immediately the boat heaved to and began pressing ahead. When he glanced back to the Floating Island he saw that they had corrected their course and were now forty yards back but gaining. Had they been in a real sailboat they would have shot away from their pursuers, but the pontoon was handling and moving like a great wallowing pig. Their main problem was that the make-shift sail was tied to the railing which was way too low to catch all the wind they could.
They're coming, Ipes warned her.
"Yep," she replied. Without looking back she took one of the tent poles and stuck it up in the center of the sail lifting it. This helped, but not by much. "Please turn around, Mister Captain Grey, sir, so I can cut you free, but don't take your weight off the edge of the tent." When he turned, she started sawing at the ropes that bound his arms.
It took a full half minute. Had she cut him free right off the bat there was no telling how close the Floating Island would be to them. As it was they had lost ten yards of their lead. Once he was free she released the top edge of the sail from the rail and handed it to him. "I need you to lift this edge as high as you can. It'll make us go faster. I'll start on the next sail."
"No," Grey said. "I'll do it. This one is pretty slapdash as it is."
"I don't know what slapdash means," she said. "But I know I'm not tall or strong enough to hold the edge of the sail up and that's what means we'll get caught."
He gave it a glance and saw that she was right. "Get working on it then, quickly."
She left him gripping the edge of the canvas with both hands and went to the second tent. This one she cut with a little more exactness. Ipes knew she didn't know what "slapdash" meant, but she had a guess it meant sloppy or something close. She cut the tent down the middle and took it, flapping and barking in the wind to Captain Grey.
"Can you please hold this edge, Mister Captain Grey, sir?"
"It's just Sir or Captain, but not both," he explained, taking the top edge in his left hand and then stepping on the bottom edge. He was now spread eagle. "This is going to be the slowest getaway in the history of the world."
"Is it?" she asked with genuine curiosity. 
It sure seemed so to Ipes. The Floating Island was being nudged along by a little electrical motor and was doing about four miles per hour at its full power, while their lone pontoon was doing just less than that. A man could walk faster.
She tied down the second edge of the tent and Captain Grey groaned from the new strain as the wind took hold and the pontoon began to pick up speed. It was almost unnoticeable, but they were increasing their lead by a few yards with each passing minute.
"I'm not going to be able to hold this for very long," he said after only a few minutes. His face was already going red with the effort of holding the two sails up.
I thought he was supposed to be strong, Ipes said.
"He did get shot a couple days ago," Jillybean allowed. She glanced around at the mostly empty pontoon. "Try to hold on while I find something to brace the sails with."
You could try the left over tent poles? Ipes suggested.
"Naw, too weak."
Ipes glanced at what little she had to work with: a few boxes of food, a couple of sleeping bags, some clothes and the leftover rope that had been around the captain's hands. The zebra blew out in despair. They were going to be caught for certain, he figured. And what would happen to him? Would they toss him over board? Would they unravel his stitches and let him "fluff out"? Or would they hang him on one of the stupid Christmas trees like a decoration? 
That was it!
Jillybean! The Christmas trees, they're tall and sturdy! We could put one up front and tie the sails to it. He smirked at her and added: Now who is the smart one around here?
"Not you," Jillybean said. "Your big nose was practically right in them and you didn't see the trees were welded in place? How do you think I climbed up them?"
I don't have a big nose, Ipes said, moodily. Jillybean was too focused to reply.
"There's got to be something," she murmured. She went to the rail and saw that it was made of aluminum sections that she could lift up and out. They were only three feet long, which was too short. If she had the time she could fashion a brace and set them in an X in order to distribute the…
"Jillybean!" Grey called out. His arms and legs were no longer stretched into an X. The strain was causing them to crimp in. "You better hurry. I'm getting tired."
"Is it all of you that's getting tired or just your arms?" she asked.
Angrily he demanded, "What difference does it make?"
She pulled up a section of the railing and carried it to him "Are your legs tired, or your back?"
"Jeeze! It's my hands, arms, and shoulders. Is that good enough for you?"
"Yeah, that is good," she said. 
While he stood staring at her in disbelief she put the railing over his head so that the rungs rested on his broad shoulders. Next she grabbed the extra rope and began tying the tops of the sails to the rungs. "I'm going to turn you into a mast, if that's ok," she said in his ear. "When it's done, all you'll have to do is hold up the railing by basically standing up straight."
Ipes could tell Captain Grey wanted to be mad, but when the ties were in place he let his hands drop and only a groan escaped him.
"That's better right?" she asked. Before he could say anything she noticed a slight imperfection. She began tying the lower part of the sails to his ankles.
"And if we crash and sink?" he asked dryly, watching her. "You got a plan for that as well?"
She looked past him to the shore line which was less than a quarter mile off now. "We won't crash. At least not yet."
"Not yet?" He looked over his shoulder in alarm.
"There's nothing to worry about until we can go faster." She went to one of the cardboard boxes and shoved it with all the strength in her body until it was right at Grey's feet. "Now stand on this. The sails haven't reached their full po-ten-shall. Potential is what means we can go faster than this."
It did indeed.
Their lead had grown to about fifty yards and once Grey stood on the box they seemed to be running away from the slower boat. Jillybean jumped up and down in excitement and had just shouted: "We're going to make it!" when the first gun shot rang out. The air hissed as a bullet passed through their screen of Christmas trees and went off into the blue.
"Get down!" Grey cried. Jillybean had frozen in place but now she ducked down and cowered at the captain's feet. "Stop your damned shooting!" Grey raged in a voice of thunder.
"Stop your boat," Michael called back.
With a look of desperation, Grey glanced behind him a second time. Ipes had a perfect view. They were three hundred yards off shore and the wind was picking up in their favor.
"We have to stop," Jillybean said. There was a hitch in her voice as tears had replaced triumph in the blink of an eye. "You're too much of a target up there. You'll get shot for certain."
"Ok!" Grey yelled to the other boats. "We're stopping, just no more shooting. There's an innocent little girl here." Grey stepped down but kept the railing on his shoulders. "Jillybean, lay down. Put your head behind that other box of canned goods. You'll be safe there."
"Aren't you going to stop?"
"Nope. With those trees in the way they'll only be guessing what they're shooting at it. I think it's all a bluff. I get the feeling they aren't bad people. They're just afraid."
I'm more afraid than them I bet, Ipes said. I don't have a box to hide behind and I can't swim and no one cares about a little zebra anyway.
"I care," Jillybean said.
Then why did you say I have a big nose?
"Sorry," Jillybean said sheepishly.
Just then another shot rang out. The air cracked above their heads. "I said stop!"Michael demanded, his voice noticeably diminished. They were still pulling away, just not as quickly.
"I'm trying," Grey yelled back. "We don't have an anchor or anything." To Jillybean he said, "That was a warning shot. It was nowhere near us. It'll be ok."
"Show yourselves," Michael called. "Or I will have my people shoot. We have some real good shots here."
"Do you also have real killers with you?" Grey answered back. "Is killing a little girl what you people are all about? Because any stray bullet could hit her and it would be on your head."
There was silence from the other boat and the pontoon rode on. It had reached eight miles an hour. It wasn't exactly blistering but their lead was up to a hundred yards. 
Grey stood there with the section of railing around his neck, his face tight, his eyes trying to pierce the fake trees. Finally after a few more minutes he smiled. "Yes! They're slowing down."
"That was a close one," Jillybean said, hopping up and glancing back. The Floating Island no longer had white foam in front and the little wake it had created behind was calming. In celebration she did a little dance step as if they hadn't just been chased and shot at. For his part Ipes was glad that he was soaking wet because he was afraid he had wet himself when the first bullet passed overhead.
Two minutes later, Jillybean warned, "Brace yourselves. We're about to…"
There was a crunching noise followed by the sound of sand gritting up against the twin pontoons under the platform. Captain Grey pulled off the railing and Jillybean cut the ropes that went from his ankle to the sails. 
He groaned and began stretching. While he did, Jillybean went through the box he'd been standing on. She held up a brown jar. "Can we have this? It's peanut butter. I love peanut butter and they did shoot at us and kidnap you and they were really mean. I think we deserve it."
"Go ahead and take it," Grey said. "It's you who deserves it. Thanks for saving me."
"Oh that was nothing," she said. "It was fun, really. I especially liked making the ship go. It was like a pirate ship, don't you think? 'Cept ours didn't have cannons. Cannons are what means big guns that…"
"Hush," Grey said, gently. "We shouldn't stand around. Those guys are going to want their boat back and besides, I know what cannons are."
Grey led the way into the forest. He carried a big stick in one hand and a heavy rock in the other. Jillybean had the peanut butter and Ipes. The zebra felt safer with her. He also began to feel sleepy. The walk back to Smith Road was very long and very slow. Without real weapons, they were forced to hide from monsters or creep along at a snail's pace. It was after eleven and the stars were blinking above when they finally found the turn off where Neil had parked the Humvee.
For a moment Jillybean thought her eyes were fooling her; she thought the army vehicle's camouflage was better than she had given it credit for because it was nowhere to be seen. She turned a little circle. "Do you see the car?" she asked Captain Grey.
"No. It's gone."
 



Chapter 9 
Deanna Russell
Central Illinois
The back of the truck was a scene either stolen from the deepest layer of hell, or poured from the cracked skull of the most insane sadist. In the dark, people cried and screamed and begged to be killed. When the truck went up hill, blood ran hot and coppery half-way up Deanna's calf. It was so wet and fresh that it seemed alive, surging in waves looking for a way out.
Whenever the blood slid her way Deanna cringed and cried. She had known misery for a long time, but never anything like this. It made her feel different, or maybe warped, as though the rules of life had abruptly changed. It was as though anything was permissible now if it meant ending the horror.
She was not alone in this. "Stop!" a woman screamed. "Stop the truck! I want out." She began tearing at the canvas that separated the bed of the truck from the metal box of the cab in front. When she couldn't get through she turned and ran for the tailgate right where Deanna sat. 
She didn't get far. She fell over the bodies of both the living and the dead that littered the floor. There was a tussle and a grim-faced woman punched the raver in the temple and laid her out cold.
Deanna didn't know what to think of the raving woman; she only knew she wanted the shoes on the woman's feet so that she could keep the blood off her own. She felt like a rat. All she could think of was getting "stuff" and running away. She wanted the woman's shoes, figuring that knocked out as she was she wouldn't miss them. And Deanna wanted the flashlight that Jackie Broderick kept whipping around, blinding people or using to show off the bloody horror all around them in brief, ugly bursts. And she desperately wanted water to get the taste of Jenny Fine's blood out of her mouth.
Supposedly, there wasn't any water in this truck. She had called and begged for water, just as some of the other women had, but no one 'fessed up and said they had any. Deanna knew better. Someone had a canteen, only they were rat-hoarding it away, hiding it beneath their baggy army shirt or maybe they were sitting on it. Deanna grew desperate for water and when the trucks passed over a little stream she cried out for them to stop.
The other women took up the call, but the trucks didn't stop and their screams were wasted on the night.
Eventually Jackie Broderick put her flashlight to good use. She started beaming it around the floor at the crumpled bodies. "We should do something about them," she said.
"Leave them alone," Joslyn said. She had somehow managed to wiggle between two other women and looked to be using them as protection against the possibility of further gunfire. She had been smart enough to sit on the bench with her knees to her chest to keep her feet out of the blood. "They're all dead so what does it matter?"
"We should throw them out the back," someone else suggested.
Deanna was at the back. The bodies would have to pass near her or over her and that would drive her right on passed the edge of sanity, she just knew."No…no we can't do that," she babbled. "That—that would uh, leave a trail. We should just leave them where they're at. It's safer that way,"
"Also they're not all dead," Jackie said, pointing with her flashlight. "Look at that one. It's still moving."
Veronica, the woman who had passed out the uniforms said, "That's Tina. Maybe we should put her out of her misery. Deanna shoot her, ok?"
Jackie blinded Deanna with her flashlight; it felt like she was under a full-blown spotlight and she cringed behind the arm she threw across her face. "Someone else do it. I can't," she pleaded. She meant that not only as an excuse not to have to shoot anyone, but also as a literal statement. She didn't know how to work the gun.
"Of course you can," Veronica said. Her voice was jittery and creaky, nothing like the way she usually sounded which had always reminded Deanna of a kindergarten teacher at story time: soft and warm. Now she was suggesting killing a wounded woman. "Just point and shoot, ok? Point and…"
"No," a voice said. It was as weak as coffee steam lifting off a mug, but it stopped Veronica in midsentence and froze Deanna's soul. Jackie shot the light at Tina. Her eyes were open and her mouth was working soundlessly. She was white as the whitest cloud, except where the blood had pooled in the hollow of her throat and that was a color of red normally only found in hell.
"I didn't mean it," Veronica said quickly.
Tina looked like she was chewing on cotton and swallowing it dry. It was awful but no one could look away. The truck ground on but in the back it was quiet. They simply watched Tina as she lay there dying. No one said anything or moved until a bump rocked them and Tina gritted her teeth. Then Deanna remembered a part of her humanity; she stuffed the gun in her pocket and went to her.
"Are you ok?" she asked. Deanna knew that she had never in her life, asked a more ridiculous question but it was what came popping out of her mouth because just then there seemed to be no barrier between her unthinking brain and her mouth. "I mean is there anything I can do? I don't know much, but…hey, wasn't Gloria a nurse? Where is she?" Deanna tried to squint around the unhelpful beam of light in her eyes but couldn't make out a single face.
"She's right here," Tina answered, patting her lover's corpse. Jackie shot the light away from Tina very briefly. What was left of Gloria turned Deanna's stomach sour leaving her ripe to puke once more.
"She's hurt," Tina said. "Worse'n me."
Deanna nodded with clenched teeth as she tried to blink away the image of Gloria; the bullets had chopped her up. It looked like someone had taken a hatchet to her; there were a lot of pieces missing. "Anyone else know any medical stuff?" Dee asked around large steadying breaths. The truck was quiet.
"It's ok," Tina said in a tired whisper. "It doesn't hurt anymore, not like it used to. Now, it just feels like I'm sorta leaving. I kinda wanna. Just for a mo..."
She died with her tongue poking out of her mouth and her eyes open and staring blankly at Deanna. Dee wanted to push Tina's head away so the woman wouldn't keep staring at her, but she was afraid of touching the dead body because it only looked a little dead. In her mind she was certain that Tina would grab her hand if she tried. Like morbid theater, everyone watched Tina for another minute but she didn't put that tongue back in her mouth and she didn't blink.
"Turn off the light," Deanna said. Jackie didn't. She pointed it at Deanna's face instead. "I said turn it off."
"I don't have to," Jackie answered petulantly. Deanna heard the regression in the woman's voice; she sounded like a five-year-old. 
"Ok," Deanna replied. She didn't have it in her to argue. She could barely bring herself to take the next breath. The truck rocked back and forth and she watched listlessly as Tina's eyes were eased down to cracks by the motion. In the movies a person would've finished the job and shut them altogether, but she couldn't bring herself to touch Tina.
Eventually, Jackie pointed the light at the other corpses. There were only five, which was surprising. There were three more who were almost corpses. Two were silent and so covered in blood that they went unrecognized. The third was a girl named Rachel. She was barely sixteen and had been a favorite of Major Grant's before he had grown tired of her and sent her to the platoons. Deanna always thought Rachel had the prettiest skin. Normally, her face was smooth and milky white, now she wore a spray of blood freckles across her cheeks.
She also had a hole in her stomach that she could fit her fist into. Deanna knew this because the girl was sitting propped up with the edge of the bench in her back while she had her hand wedged into her abdomen up to her wrist.
"Dee?" she asked, long after Tina had died. "Could you shoot me? Please?"
Deanna stared at her, blinking slowly, her mind dulled by the horror around her. Finally, she asked, "Does it hurt?"
"Yeah. That's why I need you to do it."
"I can't," Deanna said with everyone watching her. Jackie had the light on her again. "I can't work the gun. Someone else should do it." She brought out the gun and held it up for someone to take, but no one wanted the light on them or the guilt that came with it.
"Maybe you could stab me then," Rachel said.
Jackie wouldn't move the light and the new tears in Deanna's eyes were silver points that caught the light and shone brightly. "Someone else," Deanna begged.
Rachel was singularly focused. "Please, you do it."For her there was no one else. Around the beam of light were only ghostly faces that turned away when she looked in their direction. 
Deanna wanted to make another excuse to get out of stabbing the poor girl, she didn't have a knife, after all, but she knew one would be magically pressed into her hand if she said it and stabbing a precious creature like Rachel would be impossible.
Summoning what was left of her courage, Deanna took the pistol out and looked down on it, studying it, seeing in the white light the trigger, the hammer-thing, a button on the handle, and a small lever pointing at the word safe. With her thumb she pivoted the lever.
"Is it ready to fire?" she asked.
There was a long pause before Joslyn answered: "Yes. But I won't shoot it. It's your gun, now."
A tear splashed on the barrel of the gun; the tear looked black as though she was dripping evil. Deanna shook her head. 
"There are no more hospitals, Dee," Rachel said. "I'm not going to get better. Do you understand?" The words were broken up, spoken through gritted teeth. Her pain was obvious in the dark.
"Yeah." Deanna stood, wobbled as the truck lurched, and accidentally stepped on part of Gloria. Deanna was barefoot and the part was horribly wet and squishy. Her eyes felt like faucets and now when the light, angled from below, hit her tears they spread diamonds on the canvas roof amid the spatter and brains. She went to Rachel and knelt.
"Hold…hold on, ok?" Rachel asked, suddenly. "Not yet." A sudden renewed fear of death fought against the overwhelming pain of her wound for control of her mind and it was a few minutes before she gathered her courage, gritted her teeth and nodded. "Now."
Deanna cried over her until Rachel reached up with her free hand and wiped the tears from her chin. "It'll be alright, Dee. I always liked you." Rachel turned her pretty face away. 
It took everything she had to put the gun to the back of Rachel's head. "I…I…" Deanna said, stammering, trying to think of something, some way to save this poor creature.
"Don't draw it out," Rachel said. Now tears were visible on the perfect line of her jaw. Each was round and smooth and accented her beauty rather than detracted from it. If it wasn't for the blood, Deanna would have thought she was sitting for a portrait. There was no way she could kill such a beautiful being.
Rachel felt the gun waver and begin to pull away and said, "Please, it hurts bad."
Dee's tears came harder now and her chest began to hitch. She had to use two hands to steady the gun and still she could barely pull the trigger. It seemed so stiff that she was just wondering if it needed to be oiled when the gun banged and bucked in her hand.
Rachel slumped over, her brains a fresh pink spray of matter scattered over the other dead bodies.
"One less mouth to feed," Joslyn said.
The gun in Deanna's hand seemed to come up on its own and where before the trigger had seemed stiff, now it eased back effortlessly, guided by a fantastic, ungovernable fury inside Deanna's chest. All the pain and the humiliation of the last six months boiled up in a rage that was so white hot that she couldn't control it. She fired the gun a second time, aiming right between Joslyn's wide, brown eyes.



Chapter 10 
Captain Grey
Lewis Smith Lake, Alabama
Outwardly, he was his usual stoic self, inwardly he was irked and tired. There was a dull ache in his chest where he'd been shot two days before and his neck stung where he was missing a chunk of flesh.
"Neil, you pain in the ass," he whispered, only to have Jillybean raise one of her soft eyebrows. "Don't start with me. A grown man can curse."
"They're called bad words, and that's what means they're bad," the little girl reasoned. "Maybe even grode-ups shouldn't say them. So, do you think Mister Neil had to drive away from the monsters?"
"Probably," was all he answered. There was really no way to tell. Earlier, when they had pulled off the road and onto an open patch of scrub-weed, the ground had already been well marked up by zombie tracks. In the dark he couldn't tell a new track from an old.
Jillybean said, "Hmm," as she scanned the ground, her hair hanging like a growth of ivy over her face. Under the stars, with her feet covered in mud and her clothes ripped and stained, she looked like a zombie herself.
"I wouldn't waste your time," Grey said, easing himself down against a smooth-barked dogwood. He started to unlace his still soggy boots, adding, "Probably a whole mess of zombies came through here so tracking will be useless. And you shouldn't worry, he'll be back. We should try to relax until he does."
"What if it was bad guys?" Jillybean asked from the middle of the pavement, twenty feet away. She was squatting on her haunches with her knees jutting.
Had it been anyone else, Grey would've dismissed the question. "What is it? Do you see something?"
"Spit. A big gob of it."
"Hmm," he replied, his mind turning on the word spit. Neil was definitely not the spitting kind of man and Sadie, in spite of her dark clothes and her rebellious facade, was far more prim than she liked to let on. "Is it fresh?"
"Yes sir."
"Hmm," he murmured again, thinking, What if it was bad guys?
The easy and most likely answer was that Sadie and Neil were screwed. Even if he could find whoever took them, there was little he could do to rescue them, armed as he was with only a stick and a rock. While he was mulling this over, Jillybean had moved a few feet away from the spit and was squatting once more. Grey almost didn't want to know what she was looking at. He could see a dark wet patch and he feared it was blood.
"Oil," she said, after taking her finger and touching the spot. She then bent very close and stared at it from every angle trying to get a good look at it in the dark. "It's fresh, too. There aren't any bugs in it or dust or nothing. And we weren't parked here. You know what that means."
He could hear the fear in her voice. "Settle down now. We don't know anything at this point. Yes, it could be the same raiders those people back at the boat had been going on about, but it could also have been someone coming by who needed a little help. Or it might have been that, when Neil was luring zombies away from here, someone else drove by. We don't know."
"It was the bad guys, I know it," Jillybean insisted. "Ipes says Mister Neil would've left us a clue if there had been monsters."
"Really?" Grey gave her a hard look. "This is Neil you're talking about. What kind of clue would he have left?"
She shrugged. "A dead monster, I would think. That would be a good clue to leave. But there isn't one, or even part of one, like a hand or a nose or something. And you know what? If he had left with a good guy he would have left us a note, don't you think?"
"Did you look for a note or did you jump to conclusions?" Grey asked. 
Now her shrug was small and embarrassed. "I jumped on conclusions I guess."
"That's ok, we all do it. Look around, if he left one it would probably be nailed to a…"
Since first coming back to the road and noticing the Humvee missing, their focus had been searching for clues left on the ground. Now they saw a clue hanging against the trunk of a tree about eight feet off the ground.
The clue squirmed in her baby sling.
Grey was off the ground and running to the tree in a blur. "This isn't possible," he said as he reached up and unhooked Eve's sling. He brought the sleeping baby down to chest level and stared at her uncomprehendingly.
"Is she ok?" Jillybean asked, standing on her tip-toes to see better.
He inspected the baby as best as he could without waking her. "She seems fine, I guess, but…but what the hell? Who would hang a baby up like that and then leave her? Neither Neil nor Sadie would, I know that."
"A bad guy would," Jillybean answered.
Grey wondered about that. All the real bad guys he knew would have either taken the baby to see what they could sell it for or they would have tossed it aside without another thought. Hanging her in a tree meant something else.
"Whoever it was couldn't be too bad. Eve has her pacifier and a full bottle in her sling," Grey said. Without realizing it, he had begun swaying slightly in place, subconsciously rocking the baby as he spoke. "I know it doesn't make much sense, but maybe it was Neil who did this. Jillybean, look around this tree, tell me if you see anything."
She went all around it, first looking at the ground and then at the trunk and finally up at the branches. All the while she squinted mightily and sniffed occasionally. She's like a human bloodhound, Grey thought. 
The blood hound came up empty. "I don't see anything," she said. "I don't know why Mister Neil would do this. It doesn't make any sense."
"He wouldn't unless he was forced to by circumstance." When Jillybean's brows came down in confusion, Captain Grey added, "By that I mean he was forced to leave her, which means you were right: Neil and Sadie have been captured by raiders who didn't want to be burdened by a baby."
"That's what means evil," Jillybean said, her soft face set. "How do we get them back?"
Grey shook his head. Suddenly he was out of ideas and energy. He'd been going too hard for too long. His injuries and lack of sleep were beginning to wear on him. With a long sigh he eased down the tree and settled Eve to his chest. "I don't know, but whatever we do will have to wait until tomorrow. We can't hope to track them in the dark and, either way, I'm spent. I can't do anything without sleep."
Jillybean didn't argue. "Me neither," she said, settling down. She tried to snuggle up to the hard soldier by resting her head against his chest. Having the baby curled up on him was bad enough, he didn't need Jillybean thinking this was going to be some sort of kindergarten cuddle-fest. He gave her a glare which she either missed in the dark or just plain ignored as she nuzzled in close with her toy zebra tucked up under her chin.
"For now," he whispered, thinking that she would roll over at some point. 
He woke to a dishwater grey dawn with her still in the same position. Eve had shifted at some point and was splayed across his chest, looking like she was trying to hug him. Her empty bottle was somehow clenched between her teeth in spite of the fact she was soundly sleeping.
Nearby a zombie was eating the broad leaves of a fern, chewing vacantly and looking far more bovine than human. Grey watched him, figuring everyone was going to get a jolt when the zombie realized that the little clump of sleeping bodies wasn't a pile of corpses. Minutes went by before the thing turned away, moving deeper into the forest. Just then Jillybean mumbled, "I'm sorry," in her sleep.
Grey clamped a hand over her mouth and she jumped a little before looking around with bleary eyes.
"Mombie?" she half-mumbled-half whispered around his hand. He nodded and withdrew his hand. In the forest the zombie had turned back toward them but as yet hadn't figure out what had made the sound. It stood glaring about in confusion and anger, eager to attack.
For a long time Grey watched it through slitted eyes. When he happened to look back down, he saw Eve reaching out a pudgy hand to Jillybean and smiling behind her bottle. Jilly nosed the end of the bottle and then, after a quick glance at the zombie to make sure it wasn't watching, she put Eve's fingers in her mouth and pretended to eat them. Eve liked it but Grey found the juxtaposition of the zombie and the play-cannibalism unsettling.
A glance back up showed him that the zombie was looking directly away from them. Gently he lifted Eve and handed her to Jillybean. "Don't watch," he said to her, and then wondered why he had. She must've seen hundreds of zombies die in the last eight months and this one death wasn't going to be any worse than those. He shook the thought off, slipped up behind the zombie, and then killed it with his rock. The thing had been small and skinny. It had never been much of a danger beyond the virus it carried.
"Do babies eat peanut butter?" Jillybean asked the second the zombie had pitched forward spurting black blood out of the top of its head.
"Sure, why not?" Grey replied, tossing away the rock and looking for a new, less bloody one. "But start with only a little at a time." As Jillybean and Eve breakfasted on peanut butter, Grey went to the road and inspected it for more clues. There was nothing more to see than what Jillybean had detected in the dark.
"Any ideas?" he asked her when he came back.
She shook her head. "No, but I have questions. How does a thing as crunchy as a peanut can be gotten so smooth? Ipes says they use a steam roller and smush them but I think then you'd only have, like peanut dust. What do you think?"
"I was talking about ideas concerning our present situation," he said, taking the jar from her. He scooped out a gob and handed it back. Without anything to wash it down, it was like eating peanut butter flavored glue.
Jillybean was smacking her own lips in a struggle to swallow the peanut butter. When she got enough down to speak she said, "Oh that. Ipes doesn't want me to tell you what I think, but that's because he's only being a chicken…you are too!" she said to Ipes. He said something to make her brows to shoot up. "Do you want me to put you in time-out? Ok then, little mister."
"What's the idea?" Grey asked wearily.
"We should find those people from yesterday with the Christmas tree boats. You said they weren't bad people but only ascared. They could help us out."
He couldn't believe what he was hearing. "They were going to torture me," Grey told her. "So no, they're about the last people I want to see."
It was out of the question, he thought as he turned, looking out in a full 360 degree arc. Forest all around; road to the east; lake to the west; nothing else but zombies and a few insects that were waking up with the warming day.
"Here's the plan," he said, "We find a house nearby to use as a base. We'll fortify it and from there make a few exploratory expeditions for food and weapons. It won't take more than a few days before I can begin a proper search for these raiders. From there, we'll see how they like it being the hunted for a change."
His mind was filling with bloody images of revenge when Jillybean interrupted his thoughts, saying: "We'll need formula and more bottles for Eve."
"Yeah, I'll get them."
"And diapers and wipes, too."
"Of course."
"And you'll need to get some more clothes for both of us. My panties are too tight. Mister Neil got the wrong size."
"No problem."
"And we'll need…"
"Stop," Grey ordered, crossly. "I know what we need and I know what you are suggesting: that I need help taking care of you and Eve. And you may be right, but those people are seriously messed up. They are not only paranoid as hell but they're also looking for revenge. What do you think will happen if I go marching up to them? They'll think it's a trap and they'll string me up by the neck."
"But what do you think they would do if I went up to them?" Jillybean asked. "They seemed...caring? Is that the word? Oh, thanks Ipes. Concerned. They seemed concerned about me, and I think they would be even more concerning if I went with Eve. Also, I could tell them what a nice army man you are."
Grey shook his head. "No. That's too much of a gamble. I couldn't…" He paused as he remembered Shawn saying: We've seen the bodies. We know what they do already. Grey had a good idea what the raiders were going to do to Sadie. She was a pretty girl and young, which meant the raiders would rape her repeatedly and then probably sell her into slavery. But what were they going to do to Neil? Grey could think of a thousand tortures but why they would do any of them to him didn't make sense. Neil Martin was probably the most harmless man Grey had ever met.
All this led to the question: Did Neil and Sadie have days to spare while Grey gathered everything he'd need for a rescue attempt? 
Crap.
"We'll do it your way," he told Jillybean. 
"That's good, because I was worried all your ways had to do with marching and I don't know anything about marching. You know what? I've never marched before. It looks very stiff, like a robot or something. I'd probably end up dropping Eve, which wouldn't be good. I think it would be better if I normal-walked over to…"
Grey glared until she shut her mouth with a click. "Marching was a figure of speech," he told her. "The first thing we need to do is find that Floating Island again. It won't be easy; there are a ton of coves all over this lake. They could be anywhere."
Jillybean pursed her lips for a few seconds. "It'll be easy with a motorboat," she said, changing her grim look for a cheeky grin. "Don't worry, I'll help you find one."
They started right away and other than watching over and entertaining Eve she wasn't much of a help.
Finding enough gas took Captain Grey two hours. Finding a motorboat that would run took him another hour. Finding the Floating Island took Jillybean less than twenty minutes. When Grey was out searching for the gas, she had studied a map of the lake and had marked what she considered the top ten probable locations where they would find the Floating Island. It was tucked up on shore in the second spot on her list.
They pulled up well in view but across the cove from the boats. Jillybean had Ipes squished under one arm and was jiggling one knee up and down, furiously as she stared across the water.
Grey tried to give her a reassuring smile. "You'll be fine as long as you just don't mention that story of you sinking those two boats in New York, or the fact that you master-minded the destruction of New Eden. Just keep it light. Tell them we were just passing through and didn't want trouble but now we need help."
"K," was all she said before hitching the peanut butter-smelling baby onto her hip and setting off around the shore. She made sure to keep close to the lake just in case she had to evade a zombie and also so Grey could keep an eye on her.
When she disappeared from sight around the far side of the Floating Island his heart was in his throat, however barely five minute passed before a sheet was tossed up onto the Christmas trees—their prearranged signal that everything was ok.
Grey putted the boat over and banked it nearby. He then followed Jillybean's steps walking with his hands raised. He was greeted with suspicion and after being frisked, he was quizzed relentlessly by Shawn Gates, with Michael's wife, Marybeth shooting questions in every once in a while. During all this Eve was marveled over by the majority of the women while Jillybean sat eating from a bowl of rice and fish she had balanced on her lap and took in the proceedings as if she were watching Saturday morning cartoons. Frequently, she would take a break from shoveling the food into her mouth, to drink from a large glass of what looked like cold water. Grey, who was both thirsty and hungry, noted all of this with a touch of envy.
Eventually, the questions concerning who he was and how they came to be there began to be repeated and he put a stop to the questioning. "Now it's my turn. I need answers," he said gruffly. "Who are these raiders and where can I find them?"
All eyes went to Clara Gates. She dropped her chin. "You don't want to know. There's no getting your friends back, maybe you should just cut your losses."
"You mean you want me to run and hide like you people?" Grey asked. Clara nodded with a tiny movement of her head. No one else would look up or contradict the harsh criticism in the simple question. "Running is not my style," he told them," Confrontation is; now, where are they?"
"The Piggly Wiggly in Warrior," she answered in a small voice. Clearly, this admission was a first. The group began whispering to themselves.
"That's so close," Marybeth said in frightened awe.
"Warrior? What is that? Is that a town?" Grey asked.
"Yeah," Michael said, vaguely, as if he was lost in thought. He wiped sweat from his brow and said, "It's a town out on route 31, straight east of here. It's only about fifteen miles away."
Fred Trigg stomped forward, his face beet red from the sun and the heat. He pointed an accusing finger at Clara. "You should have told us where they were. Here we were thinking we were safe at last, and they were right there all along!"
"Shut up, Fred," Shawn barked, getting in the man's face and glaring. "It wouldn't have mattered if we were a hundred miles away. You know that. They probably have all sorts of spies and patrols out. It's the only thing that explains how they've been able to find us before."
"Yeah, it's not her fault," John Gates said, chiming in, coming to his aunt's defense. "I know I feel safe on this here lake. They haven't come close to finding us in three weeks and as long as we keep moving we'll be good."
Grey tried not to roll his eyes at what he considered useless bickering. "I need my M4 back," he said, lifting his chin to Michael. The leader of the group had commandeered the weapon for himself.
"Don't do it, Michael," Shawn said, stepping between his brother and Captain Grey. "That's a machine gun. I don't know if I trust this guy with a gun that could kill half of us in ten seconds."
"Maybe you give him the gun now and the bullets later," John suggested.
"Don't be an idiot," Grey said to the teen. "I need the gun, now. And I'm going to need to borrow one of those car batteries and any gas you can spare."
"Which is none," Shawn was quick to say.
"Maybe we should vote on it," Michael said. 
"You people are weak," seethed Grey. "You're going to vote on whether to do the right thing or not? That's pathetic! My friends have been taken by those raiders and I plan on getting them back."
"By yourself?" Michael asked. Grey sized up the group and saw a bunch of frightened suburbanites, cowering in the shadows and afraid to live, let alone fight back. The only person on the boat that he would even consider taking with him was Jillybean.
"Yeah, by myself," he answered.
"Don't let him do this, Michael," Clara said. "We've been doing the right thing here. We've been safe. All he's going to do is stir up trouble."
"She's right," Grey told them. "I'm going to stir up a whole mess of trouble. It's why you should be helping me and not slowing me down with all this babbling. Now let me have my gun!"
 



Chapter 11  
Deanna Russell
Illinois
That second gunshot, strangely enough, ended the initial stage of the nightmare that had been the wild escape from the Island. Both trucks shuddered to a halt and seconds later Mindy ran around to the back.
"What the hell are you guys shooting at?" she demanded. Blood wept from a half-scabbed cut across her forehead. There was more blood, a dark stain running down her arm—she didn't seem to notice. She was wild eyed and manic.
"It was Deanna," Joslyn said. She was crouched down with the dead, no longer able to find anyone living to cling to for protection. "She tried to kill me and...and she killed Rachel."
Mindy's eyes went wider still, but Veronica came to Deanna's defense. "That's not true at all. Dee gave her a warning is what she did. If she wanted to kill you, you'd be dead. Who misses from four feet away?"
Deanna knew exactly who. Her mind had been so warped by fear and stress and grief that when Joslyn had callously said: One less mouth to feed, she had gone mad with fury. She had pulled the trigger with the intent to kill, but right before she had, she'd closed her eyes and ended up missing high, adding another hole to the green canvas.
Now, she was almost overcome with guilt. It made her weak; her muscles felt saggy and useless. If Mindy had pulled her out of the truck just then and beat her for her crime, Deanna didn't think she could muster the energy to do more than curl in a ball and take it.
Mindy didn't know what to think. Her head was wagging back and forth as she tried to make sense of what was going on. After a moment, she climbed up the back of the tailgate using only her one good arm and when her head cleared the gate, she let out a gasp at what she saw. She turned to stare at Deanna in horror.
"What did you do?" Mindy asked.
"It wasn't me!" Deanna cried. "It was the soldiers who did all this, I swear. I only killed Rachel, she's the only one."
"Only Rachel?" Mindy asked in amazement. "How can you say you only killed Rachel? That's crazy. You can't just shoot...wait, everyone stay put and don't move. I need to get Bessy. She'll know what to do." She turned to climb back down, but Kay Gallagher, the woman who had been driving the first truck was right there shaking her head. There were tears and blood on her cheeks. "What? What is it?" Mindy asked her.
Kay spoke like she was in the middle of a dream: slow and listless. "Bessy is dead. She's been dead for a while. I—I didn't know what to do so I kept driving."
"No!" Mindy cried. "Oh, fuck no! She can't be dead." She jumped down and ran for the first truck. She was only gone for a few seconds before she came back in a panic, pacing around the rear of the truck. "What do we do? Bessy always knew what to do, but I don't know."
"We can't stay here," Veronica said. "You know the Colonel is going to come after us." Everyone looked back down the road afraid to see headlights cutting up the dark, rushing for them. Deanna got the shivers and held the warm pistol to her chest as though it was a talisman.   
"Yeah, you're right," Mindy said, jerking her head up and down. "Ok I'll go in the first truck with Kay. Veronica, you ride up front with Melanie."
Joslyn threw a fit over this arrangement. "No way! You can't leave me back here with Dee. I don't care what they all say, she tried to kill me." Mindy's panic was starting to escalate over the delay. She didn't know what to do or what to think and so she sent Deanna to sit upfront with her bunkmate, Melanie. 
It was a welcome change from the blood-covered hell that was the back of their truck and away from Joslyn and the corpse of Rachel, Deanna felt instantly better.
"What happened back there?" Melanie asked. "With the shooting and all; was it stiffs? Did they try to climb in?"
"Yeah," Deanna lied. They were silent while the trucks chugged their way up a steep incline. "Where are we going? Do you know?"
"Right now, south is all I know. Mindy didn't tell me anymore than that. She was freaked, let me tell you." Melanie went on to describe how scary it was driving through the gates with bullets whizzing all over the place and everyone screaming and shooting. "It's a wonder any of us is alive."
Deanna knew that not everyone had been lucky and that knowledge was starting to eat at her soul. She remained silent as Melanie, whose fears and hopes could not be stopped from being expressed went on and on. Deanna was glad for the patter and the distraction. If it hadn't been for Melanie's running mouth she would've been forced into thinking about sweet Rachel or poor Bambi, or tough as nails Jenny Fine who were growing cold in the bed behind them. 
She let the words wash over her as the miles slipped beneath their wheels.
Eventually, they had to stop again. The women in the back of both trucks began shouting and pounding on the back walls of the cabs. Melanie went on talking, raising her voice to compensate. She was too afraid of being left behind to even consider stopping until the truck in front pulled over. When it did she turned off behind it.
In the headlights, they saw Kay get out and unlock the tailgate of her truck as Mindy came up to Deanna's side of the second truck and said, "We got to figure some things out." She was pale from blood loss and the pain that was obvious with every grimace. Her voice was a whisper and it didn't look like she could manage more.
Those who were able to climb down gathered near the back of the second truck where they shifted from foot to foot and eyed the ghastly array of blood, bodies, and brains in the bed. In the heap of bodies, someone was moaning. 
"Who is that?" someone asked in a very low whisper
Jackie beamed her flashlight at the truck and said, "Karen Hasselback, my bunkmate. She's going to die, I think. She got shot pretty bad; she's covered in blood."
"Stop talking like that," Mindy ordered. "And turn off the flashlight."
"I don't have to," Jackie said.
"What the hell is your problem? Don't you hear those zombies?" Mindy asked. 
Everyone cocked an ear and underneath Karen's dying sounds they could hear the low voices of zombies. Zombie moans were bad enough on The Island where there were men with guns and heavy banks of razor-wire to protect them, but out in the forest like this, exposed, the sound was sinister. Like sheep, the women edged in closer to one another.
"Turn it off or leave the group. Go on, just start walking." Mindy pointed back the way they had come and after only a single glance in that direction, Jackie clicked off the light.
"What an idiot," someone said.
"Shush," Mindy snapped. "We don't have time for any of that crap. We have to figure out where we're going and what we're going to do with...them."She jerked her head toward the second truck. Of the thirty four women who had boarded the two trucks, nine were dead and three more were on their way.
The women looked around at each other; most with vacant shell-shocked expressions, hoping that someone else would come up with a plan. The few who were coherent looked around for a different reason: they hoped someone else would say the obvious.
Veronica heaved her heavy bosom and sputtered: "We could...we could, I mean we should put them out of their misery, you know? For their sakes."
"Yeah," Joslyn said, "Deanna can do it. She tried to kill me already and she shot Rachel in the head."
Deanna felt her insides shrivel as everyone turned to stare at her. "No, it wasn't like that," she said in a whisper.
"We know, Dee," Veronica said. "Joslyn is just being a bitch."
"How am I the bitch?" Joslyn demanded. "She tried to kill me and no one cares. You were there Veronica. You saw her aim her gun at me deliberately and shoot. That's attempted murder!"
Veronica blew out a dismissive breath. "Please. You were being so out of line it's unbelievable and really, if she wanted to kill you she would have shot a second time, probably from up close. Right Dee?"
With all the women staring with accusing eyes, Deanna thought she was close to fainting. The shadowed trees that marked a horizon of sorts against the stars looked like they were tilting first one way, then another, and the ground beneath her feet went light as if she were floating. She put out a hand and grabbed Veronica's shoulder to keep from pitching over. "Yeah," Deanna said, managing a nod. "I wasn't trying to kill her."
Veronica held up her hands. "See? If she wanted you dead, you'd be dead, so shut up before she changes her mind."
"What about Rachel?" Mindy asked. "Why did Dee kill her?"
"It was an act of mercy," Veronica explained, rubbing Deanna's back softly. "Rachel was dying already and in pain, just like those ladies up in the trucks."
Mindy was silent and deep in thought for a few moments before she took a long breath and said, "I think we can all believe that Dee acted rashly shooting a gun at Joslyn. I wouldn't call it criminal, but it's not something we should let go lightly. As punishment, I think Dee should be the one to put those women out of their misery."
"Hold on," Melanie hissed angrily. "What about trying to help them? Since when do we just kill the wounded?"
"Since we don't have access to a hospital or a doctor," Mindy snapped. "Gloria was our only nurse, and since she's not here with us that probably means she's dead."
"She is," Joslyn said. "She was lucky. She died real quick."
"There you go," Mindy went on. "She's dead so that means we're screwed, unless of course anyone knows something about medicine? You a doctor, Melanie? If so then get up there and get healing those ladies. If not, stop being a pain in the ass. We all knew this was going to be dangerous and we all accepted the consequences.
Melanie mumbled, "Sorry," and then shrank back, letting the dark night conceal her embarrassment
"It's ok," Mindy said. She waved away a mosquito that was humming near her ear and then looked again at Deanna. "I'm not the queen of the group so maybe we should vote on this. Who thinks Dee's punishment should be to, uh, euthanize those ladies who are going to die anyway?"
Hands went up; a few at first and then all of them. Mindy looked grimly at the hands and then said to Deanna, "Just remember, you'll be doing them a favor."
Now the women stood back from Deanna, leaving her all by herself, making her feel like an outcast. "You have to believe me," she said, miserably. "I didn't mean to shoot at Joslyn. She was just being…"
Mindy interrupted, "We don't have time for this. It was voted on by the group so either accept the decision or leave."
Deanna wanted to puke again. It seemed to her that the baby she carried was dead set against the idea of more killing and was making her displeasure known in the only way she could express. The nausea made her so weak she wondered how she was going to climb up into the back of the truck. Just walking the dozen steps to the tailgate left her sweating and shaking.
Although she was one of the tallest of the women, the gate was too high and her arms were too anemic. "I need…I need a boost, please. I can't get up by myself."
Melanie appeared out of the dark and tried to help, but she was too small and frail. They were all somewhat frail. Each of the women had been chosen for their looks, not their abilities or strength, and not a one of them weighed above a hundred and fifteen pounds. It wasn't until Veronica came over to assist Melanie that Deanna was able to clamber up.
It was pitch black in the back of the truck as if the darkness itself was casting shadows. Deanna squinted but couldn't make out one body from another, except Karen Hasselback that is. Karen was moaning so much like a stiff that Deanna's nausea left her and fear began to tremble her hands.
"I need the flashlight!" she yelled. When a murmured argument began, Deanna called out: "Jackie, please. I can't see what I'm doing. I'll give it right back, I promise."
"Fine," Jackie griped. She came up to the truck and as always shot the light into Dee's face. Deanna squinted and held out her hand. It was slapped into her palm. "Remember, give it back," Jackie said.
"Yeah," Deanna said, and then immediately forgot her promise as the light revealed, once again, the dreadful scene. Among the butchered bodies, two were still alive and moving. Deanna's fear was like an over-tuned fiddle string: tight, ready to spring wild at the slightest touch. Karen looked just like a zombie. Her face was the color of gravy while the rest of her looked to have been bathed in blood. It didn't seem possible for her to be alive. And her moan…she reached for Deanna suddenly with a grasping, red hand. Dee screamed and pulled the trigger twice.
Karen's body bucked from the bullets smashing into her, but still she didn't die. Blood gurgled up out of her mouth while her sad eyes stared up at Deanna in confusion and misery.
"I'm sorry," Deanna whispered. "I'm really sorry." Karen's hand started to come up again and Dee almost fell out of the truck as she backed away. The hand hung there about a foot in the air and then dropped with an ugly thud as Karen's eyes closed at last.
Deanna breathed a sigh of relief, but saw movement in the pile of bodies. With another scream just behind her clenched teeth, she shone the flashlight to the corner of the truck and saw a foot pushing through the tacky blood. She tracked the light from the foot, up to the face of Annie Maycomb. 
Annie had been the shiest of the whores. Deanna couldn't remember any conversation with her that went beyond: Can you pass the salt?
"Don't do me like that," Annie said. Her stolen army uniform was rent in three places and was wet and stained almost black. She swallowed thickly. "Don't…I don't wanna die. Please."
"But they want me to kill you," Deanna replied. "They voted on it. I have to or they'll kick me out."
"Please, don't."
"You're going to die anyways," Dee said after a glance at her bullet ridden torso. "This will just be quicker."
Annie's green eyes began to drip tears. "I'm afraid to die. I'm going to hell."
"No you're not. You are too sweet and too good for hell." Deanna knew she couldn't say the same thing about herself. In the course of one night she had already killed two innocent women and was slated to kill two more. Suddenly, the gun in her hand became as heavy as an anchor. She couldn't have lifted it even if she wanted to.
"I'm a whore, Dee. They don't let whores in heaven."
Since she was a whore as well, that struck Deanna painfully and she struggled to find an answer. Outside the truck, Jackie asked, "You done yet, Dee? Can I have my flashlight back?"
"Not yet," Deanna said. "I still have to take care of the girl in the other truck."
"No, that was Terry Frazier and she's already dead. Kay just checked."
Annie grabbed Dee's slim calf and whispered, "Don't kill me."
"Then I guess I'm done. Here, catch," Deanna said as she tossed the flashlight to Jackie.
"Shit!" Jackie whined when she fumbled the catch and the light tinked off the ground. "You could have broken it."
Mindy came up and shoved the girl aside. "Stop your whining, Jackie. Hey, Dee. How did it go? Those were two quick shots. You get them both?"
"Yeah," Dee lied.
"Good. Come on down. We're going to load up all the dead in this truck for now. We don't have time to bury them just yet."
Annie gripped Deanna's calf harder and whispered soft as the wind, "Don't leave me alone with them."
Deanna glanced around. Without the flashlight the colors were gone. Everything was shaded in black and the corpses looked bigger somehow as if the shadows had fused with the bodies. Staying was the last thing in the world she wanted to do, however her guilt was too great to be ignored. "I'm going to ride back here. I…I don't want to be around anyone right now."
"If that's what you want," Mindy said.
The bodies from the first truck were hauled awkwardly to the back of the second and pushed over the top of the tailgate. Bessy was last; she flopped in, looking like she was made of warm rubber. Seconds later, the engines began to rumble and the trucks took to swaying as they picked up speed. Annie's hand slipped out of Deanna's.
"Annie?"
"I'm still here," she said. "I'm trying to stay awake, but I'm very tired all of a sudden."
"You should sleep, Annie. And you shouldn't worry about hell. There's nothing in the Ten Commandments about being a whore." Deanna had long since accepted the term whore. She knew that it was not just demeaning, it was also dehumanizing, but of course she no longer felt fully human. She felt like she was part of some sort of sub-species; a thing to be used by the real humans. All the women felt this way, all except Bessy and to a lesser degree, Mindy. They had somehow kept a portion of their humanity and it was this that had saved them—or had saved those who were still alive.
"Thou shalt not commit adultery," wheezed Annie. It sounded like she had suddenly developed a bad chest cold.
"We weren't committing adultery. It was…"
Annie interrupted Deanna, "I'm married. His name is Ray."
"But he's…" Deanna began and then stopped. Ray was almost certainly dead, but maybe that didn't mean so much to Annie. Clearly her love for him was as alive and strong as the day they had been married.
"You can pray," Deanna suggested. "You can ask for forgiveness. I'm sure God would forgive you."
"What…about…Ray?" she asked between wet coughs. "Will he…forgive…me?"
"Yes," Deanna replied automatically. "If he loved you he would forgive you. Did he love you?" Annie nodded and Dee tried to smile as if this was the happiest news. The smile was wetted by tears. "Then let's pray together. Do you know the Our Father?"
The Our Father is a not a long prayer, only ten short lines. Annie died just after struggling her way through: And forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who trespass against us. She choked on the fluids in her lungs and drowned in blood as the truck rattled on.
Deanna finished the prayer without her. She started up again as soon as she was finished and repeated it until she was too hoarse to speak.



Chapter 12 
Captain Grey
Warrior, Alabama
They are going to be in a world of hurt, Grey thought to himself as he eased through the brush. It was just after one in the afternoon and it was hot as all hell in his opinion. Though he had lived and trained and fought in far worse conditions, the stickiness that came with this sort of heat always made him cranky. And that was too bad for the dumb fucks who had kidnapped his friends. He was going to make them pay.
He moved slowly through the wedge of forest—step, pause, step pause. His eyes were always up and out, scanning for movement, checking possible ambush sites. His ears were alert, vigilant not only for ordinary human sounds, but also for any abnormal activity of birds and squirrels. Both would jaw at strangers coming too close. He even focused his sense of smell, checking for cigarette fumes or the heavy colognes that men had taken to wearing to cover body odor. For many, bathing was no longer a daily occurrence.
As of yet, he had heard, seen, and smelled nothing unexpected, which wasn't unexpected. He was still three hundred yards from the Piggly Wiggly and it was unlikely the raiders would post sentries so far out, especially since the forest, which wove in and out of the town, made it nearly impossible to spot anyone even thirty yards away.
For Grey, the heavy greenery was both good and bad. It meant he could sneak up very close to the super market, and move about with little chance at being detected. On the down side, since he was a trained marksman he lost a considerable range advantage. With his M4 he could hit targets at three hundred meters almost at will and that was without a scope.
Judging by his map, the terrain would force him to come within one hundred and fifty yards. It was close enough for one of his enemies to get off a lucky shot.
"It is what it is," he whispered to himself. There had been a leathery old first sergeant he had known in Iraq who used to say that whenever he heard a shit detail coming his company's way. Grey had adopted the motto since getting worked up over things that couldn't be changed was a waste of mental energy.
There was a lot about this mission he couldn't change that he wished he could: he was low on ammo; he was without a team; there were hostages to deal with, which was bad, the fact that he was personally invested in them made it worse. Another issue was the terrain and the approach to the Piggly Wiggly. The dumbest goon had to see they would be most vulnerable from a sniper attack out of the west. It would be nothing to station a couple of men up in the woods right where he was walking.
But then again, they probably weren't expecting an attack. Why would they? So far Michael Gates had done nothing except run and hide. He hadn't once put up a fight. This meant that the approach should be a walk in the park—and it was. He moved unseen, heading in from the northwest until he saw the roof of a house through the foliage; he was surprisingly close to the edge of town. He skirted around it to the right where the forest covered him for a time. When it thinned too much he stopped and leaned up against a mossy oak.
Just in front of him, maybe sixty yards away, was a bank. Across the street from it was a feed store. Through a narrow gap between the two buildings he could see the supermarket. To the naked eye it seemed as vacant as all the other buildings in the dead town. Grey lifted the binoculars he had borrowed from Shawn Gates and glassed the building.
There was little to see. The Piggly Wiggly's front windows had been replaced by what looked like inch-thick plywood. There were no guards visible at all, proving for a fact that these were little more than thugs he was dealing with. But where was everybody? There weren't any zombies milling around so why weren't there any people outdoors? It was likely hotter than hell in the closed-up box of a building.
"Strange," Grey murmured. "Maybe Clara lied. Maybe they aren't here after all."
His mind went down that avenue for a moment before he decided to wait until all the evidence was in. He brought up the binoculars and searched the parking lot: among the smattering of dilapidated cars were two Humvees and three pickup trucks that had been slapped with green house paint. They were parked in a neat row, which told Grey someone was home. But where were the others? Clara had mentioned thirty to forty raiders. That many men would require more than just five vehicles.
They're on another raid, he thought. It was a distinct possibility. A group like this would wither and die if they didn't keep a fresh influx of stolen goods coming in.
Grey swept the building once more and was just bringing the binoculars down when movement to his right caught his eye. In a flash he brought the glasses back up but couldn't see anything but forest. Had it been a bird or a squirrel? A falling leaf? His imagination perhaps? Or was there something or someone in the forest with him?
As he knelt there, Grey felt a perfect calm descend over him like a veil. It was a feeling he knew only too well. It was that particular warm sensation he got right before the shit hit the fan. 
In one move he brought up his weapon and spun around, putting the trunk of the oak on his left shoulder.
The sudden move triggered a reaction. Rifle fire crackled the air and something whizzed by him. He immediately dropped to the forest floor as, seemingly from nowhere, a whole mess of guns started firing in his direction. Some of the bullets blew past him, stirring the air close to his head, while others didn't come anywhere near him. They were trying to pin him down, but had already failed.
The second he had dropped, Grey had fast-crawled to his right, keeping low, letting the knee high ferns and thick azaleas mask his movements. He scooted twenty yards and then slowly peeked over the brush. The firing was constant and loud; he could see the flash of rifles, the haze of heated air, and men scampering from tree to tree. More men were coming in from his left leaping over logs and bushes to get in position.
Grey saw he would have to stick and move, and he would have to be quick about it.
His M4 slid to the pocket of his shoulder and without even thinking, his thumb selected single shot. He lifted himself into a crouch, and aimed at a man in green fatigues who was standing up tall, trying to see where Captain Grey had gone. The man filled his sights, looking far too big to miss. Grey didn't miss. He squeezed the trigger gently, the M4 jumped slightly, and the man jerked and fell back.
Grey dropped again, this time shuffling back twenty feet through a dense thicket of grasping vines hanging like a shawl from a stand of poplars. Some of his enemies had seen where the shot had come from and were ripping up the dense forest in front of him while others were still shooting where he had originally been. Grey, his face as green as the brush around him, stopped after twelve seconds, peeked his head up again and was amazed by the volume of fire. They weren't playing around.
It made him wonder how many men they had gunning for him. The number had to be at least ten if not twenty in total. If that was true it meant this was no chance encounter. He had been seen long before and they had been lying in wait for him. And that meant…
He turned to his right to see if he was being flanked. He was. There were six raiders breaking from cover and heading in his direction. He was being pinned by the men in front so that these men could come up close and finish the job!
In the same second this thought struck him, his M4 came up. His mind made instant calculations, range: seventy yards; running speed: five and half miles per hour; wind speed: three miles per hour; slope: three percent grade with heavy cover. 
Grey aimed center mass on the fourth closest man. He wasn't the easiest target; he was the best target. 
The man…boy really…was barely seventeen and where his patchy beard didn't cover his face, his zits were obvious. A bullet from the M4 tore through his chest, rending his right lung and blasting out his back in a spray of blood. His confused body staggered on another ten feet before it realized it was dying and he fell. The two men behind him dropped and began firing indiscriminately, spraying the forest, their bullets flying ten feet over Grey's head.
Of the other three raiders, two were already dead at that point. Grey had known that if he had shot the man leading the attack right off the bat, all of them would've instantaneously ducked for cover. Instead the first three men had kept coming and with the forest exploding with gun fire from practically every direction they hadn't even realized they were being targeted. 
Half a second after killing the boy with the patchy beard, Grey fired again, killing the last man in the line of three, hitting him dead center and driving a hole that went through his sternum, the right ventricle of his heart and then out through his spine. He was dead before he hit the ground.
Grey's next shot wasn't a good one. He rushed it, firing through cover at a streaking green blur. Still he hit his mark. At sixty yards he could hit a postage stamp, so a man-sized target at the same range was practically a gimme. The bullet took the man on the side, just above the liver and then, for some unknowable reason, the bullet had spun and rolled and tumbled hellaciously, creating a tremendous wound track that took out the man's descending aorta and part of his heart.
The man was turned by the impact of the bullet, making it seem like he had been shot from a different angle. This caused some of Grey's enemies to begin firing at the trees and bushes fifty yards to his right. Others were still shooting where he had been originally and a few were withering the leaves just above his head with a torrent of lead.
The battle was pure chaos which was truly his only hope to get out of it alive. Again Grey went flat on his stomach and again he wriggled backwards, using every bit of cover to mask his retreat: a downed tree trunk that he slithered along for fifty feet, a stand of gimp trees that he blended in so well with that a person couldn't have seen him from ten yards, and a little hollow in the ground that kept the bullets from finding their mark.
Had the forest gone on for miles behind him he would have escaped with ease, but he ran out of cover in minutes and found himself on the edge of what passed for the suburbs of the sprawling town. He was right up to the fence of someone's back yard. Though it was only waist- high, he couldn't jump it, afraid to give away his position; instead he braced himself and heaved up on the bottom of the fence, the metal links biting into his hands.
With adrenaline pumping through his veins like mad, the fence bent with ease. Grabbing his weapon he crawled under and then slithered through the tall grass, passing a rusty rake and a saggy football. Grey went around the side of the house and as soon as he was out of sight of the forest he took off at a run, heading due north on a neighborhood street.
He felt dreadfully exposed, but it couldn't be helped. He had to clear the area while the raiders still thought he was in the forest, which, judging by the crackle of gunfire behind him, they still did. The shooting lasted almost twenty seconds longer and by that time he was a hundred yards up the road. 
Grinning at his escape, Grey took to the woods again where his camouflaged battledress uniform made him impossible to spot from such a distance. As he walked, slowly and, once again carefully, he switched out the M4's magazine and had to resist the urge to begin hunting the raiders. As much as he wanted to kill the lot of them, there were too many of them on his trail and twenty to one odds were not his type of odds. He would escape and evade, and when things had calmed down he would come back, but when he did, he wouldn't come in so blind.
He had been spotted, or more than likely the Subaru he had driven had been spotted. He dwelled on that as he made his way back north and east, leaving the confused raiders further and further behind. After an hour he felt he was far enough away to take a break. He drank from his canteen and studied his map.
"Where would I set up observation points?" he asked himself. The spots fairly jumped out at him. "I'm a frigging idiot," he groused. There were three very obvious places that any thinking person would use to keep track of vehicles heading into Warrior and Grey had pulled his Subaru off the road about five hundred yards from one. Five hundred yards was nothing for a good pair of binoculars.
Grey could only conclude that he'd been seen and that an ambush had been set up. He was angry at himself for his lack of judgment and he was angrier still when he realized that he would have to abandon the Subaru and jog back to the lake.
"Fuck," he said and then adjusted his gear to keep it from bouncing too much. When he was ready he took one more pull from his canteen and started jogging on a straight line through the forest. "I wanna be an airborne ranger; live a life of sex and danger…" he chanted the old cadence and ate up the miles.
At one minute after four he came up to the temporary mooring spot of the Floating Island and surprised the sentry who had been practically dozing with the heat and boredom.
"You scared me," Marybeth said, a little embarrassed that he had come so close without her noticing.
"Next time splash cold water on your face when you get sleepy," he advised. "You got a whole lake of it."
"How'd it go?" she asked, clearly deciding not to dwell on the issue of her inattentiveness.
"Good," he answered, walking past her and to the edge of the formation of boats. He took off his boots, emptied his pockets, set his M4 against a tree and waded into the water. The entire settlement roused themselves to watch as he dunked himself.
"Hi Mister Captain Grey, sir," Jillybean said from the shore. "Did you win?"
"I won a battle, but not the war. How's Eve doing?"
Jillybean scratched her butt and answered: "Happy. She likes people and people like her. Ipes says she's getting spoiled, but this was after she stuck his ear in her mouth and got it all drooly."
"That's great," Captain Grey replied before immersing himself again. "Anyone have any soap? I might as well take a bath and wash my clothes while I'm here."
While one of the women disappeared from sight to fetch some soap, Michael Gates said, "Why don't you tell us what happened first?"
"Not much to tell. I killed a few of them; four for sure. The good news is that they're not military. Defensively they were respectable, which was surprising. Offensively they suck. I was ambushed and all they managed to do was kill some bushes. They couldn't shoot worth shit."
"Ahem," Jillybean said. She had taken off her tennis shoes and was rolling her pants high up on her legs in preparation to join Grey.
Grey ignored her and her puritanical streak. "It was a learning experience. They had to have had at least three observation sites. Next time I'll take them out first. Then they'll be blind."
"Maybe," Clara Gates said. She and a few others had their heads poking out between the fake Christmas trees; they reminded Grey of human ornaments. "They have lots of observation sites."
Her husband, Shawn agreed. "They have more than you think. They always catch you coming or going."
"That would be better if it was true," Jillybean said. She was up to her bony knees in the water, while Ipes was safe on shore.
Grey looked at her sharply, trying to discern her meaning and Shawn turned his sandy-blonde head to her and asked, "What do you mean by that? Are you calling me a liar? Grey, you should teach that girl manners."
"She has more manners than I do," he replied. And she has more brains as well, he thought, but didn't say. Why would she call Shawn a liar? Or was it just the fact that she didn't think they had lots of observation points that was the issue? He shrugged; it seemed to be an inconsequential point in his mind. "They have enough to do the job. That's what counts."
"I don't think they have any," Jillybean said. Now, she was bent over getting the sleeve of her yellow shirt wet as she fished for something under the water. She pulled up a rock. "Watch me make it skip. That's what means making it jump on the water."
It didn't skip at all. She threw using only her arm, not getting any of her skinny little body behind the throw and it just plopped into the water. "Hmm," she said, with a look of disgust.
Captain Grey didn't concern himself with the rock. "Why don't you think they have any?"
She suddenly grew sad as if what she had to say was going to pain her. "Because they don't need any, I guess. Miss Clara told them you were coming. So having observational…"
"What did she just say?" Clara demanded, furiously. "Did you just say what I think you said?" Clara Gates was not an attractive woman in Grey's mind and when she grew angry her eyes bugged and her hair stood up and went in every direction. She reminded him of the medusa from Greek lore. 
"You don't talk like that to your elders, little girl," Shawn said, angrily. "You owe my wife an apology. Now say you're sorry."
Instead of apologizing, Jillybean studied Shawn for so long that he grew uncomfortable and looked to Grey for an answer. Grey had been staring absently across the lake while his mind worked, going over every moment of the ambush. Finally he said, "I think you're wrong on this one, Jilly. They were prepared but not nearly prepared enough to suggest someone from this camp warned them."
"You are actually entertaining the idea that Clara somehow told them?" Marybeth asked in disbelief. "That's crazy. Maybe you don't realize this but not only was she taken by them, her daughter was as well."
"The little girl knows it quite well," Michael Gates said. "She was talking with Joseph and he told her everything. I overheard it. Just like I overheard some other, more interesting conversations she had when no one was around. I think we all know what I'm talking about. Maybe we should just move on to another subject."
They were talking about Ipes. Grey could tell by the raised eyebrows and the nods going around the camp. He didn't know what to think about Jillybean's state of mind except that whether she was insane or not didn't seem to affect her perception.
"You think Miss Clara warned them I was coming?" he asked her. She nodded, but seemed too nervous to explain her answer with everyone watching. He decided to get the truth from a different direction. "The adults think the raiders have observation points set up; probably in water towers or up tall trees. They probably have radios and are able to coordinate ambushes. But you don't think so. Why?"
Jillybean glanced once at Clara and then looked back down at the water. "Look at the map you showed us before. Look at all the places where someone would have to keep a look out, not just to defend their piggy store but also to have captured so many of the boat people."
Grey slogged out of the water and went to the map and began counting. Next to him Jillybean stood squishing mud between her bare toes. With a sigh he said, "Twenty three at least."
"Plus the three you say are in Warrior," Jillybean said. "That's twenty six altogether and there are only thirty to forty of the bad guys."
"They don't have the man power," Grey realized.
Michael was suddenly there staring down at the map, his worried blue eyes searching and counting the roads out of Birmingham and realizing that the numbers weren't adding up. "Maybe they only cover a few parts of the city at a time."
"And you guys were always unlucky and just happened to get spotted every time?" Grey asked.
The leader of the group didn't answer, his body was stiff and it seemed to Grey he was forcing himself not to look in Clara's direction.
Grey grunted and said, "I'm a fool. I see it now. They knew I was coming but not from what direction, so they had squads spaced all around. Jillybean you were right. Why would they need defensive observation points? Before today no one had ever thought to attack them."
Shawn Gates came stomping off the Floating Island splashing mud. "You're just guessing. There is not one shred of proof, not a bit of evidence that anything this crazy little girl is saying is true."
Fred Trigg followed him off the boat. "Everything points to Clara! She says she escaped from the raiders but how do we know? And she didn't want to let this soldier-guy go attack the raiders, remember?"
Everyone was looking at Clara who looked as if she had been slapped. People began to whisper among themselves. "Calm down!" Michael ordered. "Everyone just shut up." He turned on Jillybean. "Do you have any evidence other than this map? Because. if not, it could be any one of us, even you, Fred. You were really quick to place blame on Clara."
Fred acted as though the question was preposterous and started to splutter out a rambling indignant answer, but Captain Grey interrupted and ordered Jillybean to answer the question. 
"Oh, I don't know, logic-ness mostly," she said. "I started thinking something wasn't right when me and Ipes were rescuing Captain Grey. Miss Clara seemed more concerned with protecting him than finding out about her daughter, which I don't think is normal-acting."
"That's right!" Trigg said, snapping his fingers. "She wanted to gag him at first. Who would do that when he could tell her what was happening with her kid? And then there was the fact she knew he wasn't one of them. Either she was lying then, hoping we would release a raider who might blab about what she'd been doing, or she was lying about being blindfolded to begin with."
"She was trying to protect an innocent man," Shawn said, his voice far less strident. "All this seems so far-fetched."
Jillybean nodded. "It does except when it's all thrown together, the odd behavior, the observation points, Captain Grey's ambush, and you guys always getting unlucky. It all fit together in my brain because she also has a motive. On TV that's what means she has reason. If her daughter is still alive the bad guys may be forcing her to do this. That's very sad, I think."
"Yeah, that is sad," Michael replied, quietly.
"We should check her gear," Grey advised. He started walking toward the Floating Island which was drawn almost to the shore. Clara met him with tears shining on her cheeks.
"They'll kill her," she said in whisper. The group was so quiet that everyone heard. 
Grey stopped with one foot on the boat. Out of habit he'd picked up his M4 and now it was pointed just to the right of the older woman. "Probably," was all he said as he stepped on board. She ignored the gun and grabbed him with both hands and began to knead his wet shirt as if the feel of damp cotton was new and strange to her.
"No, they will," she insisted. "They said they would skin her alive if I didn't go along with them. It's not any kind of excuse, but I couldn't let her die…I'm her mother. Do you know what that means? It means I'll do anything for her. Anything…so do what you want to me, but just don't let them know I'm dead."
"That's not my call," Grey said. "I'm just securing the radio."
"My tent is that one." She pointed a shaking hand. "It's under the sleeping bag."
Grey left her to get the radio and no one else moved or said a word. Clara stood apart from them. She hung her head; her hair, brown shot through with grey, hanging limp in front of her face. Her hands shook.
He found the radio and held it up for all to see. "It's an AT RF23 EPM handheld multiband transceiver with enhanced resistance to radio-electronic warfare designed for tactical command level communication. Nice."
Clara didn't say anything. No one said anything; they were all too stunned—all except Fred Trigg. "She has to die. She is responsible for…"
"Hold on," Michael said, interrupting. 
Fred wouldn't listen. "No, I won't hold on. How many of our friends has she been responsible for killing? How many of your family members, Michael?"
"I bet she killed Paul," William Gates said, with a voice that shook with emotion. "Was the ambush your doing?"
She nodded, confessing to the murder of her brother-in-law with the little move. William became so upset he pulled at his thinning hair and cried, "What about Liz? Is she a part of this? Is she going to be safe like Amy?"
Clara shot her nephew, John Gates, a guilty look and then went back to staring at the deck. "They've never let me talk to her."
"You fucking bitch!" John cried. "Did you even try?"
"A little, at first, but then they got mad at me. I'm really sorry, John."
He laughed harshly. "You're sorry that you helped kill my dad and you didn't do anything to help my mom. Really? Well guess what? You're not fucking forgiven. I'm with Fred, you don't deserve to live. All in favor of killing Clara raise your hands."
"Wait. Not yet," Michael said coming to the edge of the boat. "We haven't heard all the evidence."
"She's admitted it, Michael," Fred said with his hand in the air. "There's no reason to prolong this. As you can see we have the votes." Sixteen hands were in the air including Michael's daughter, Anne. Fred reached for his gun saying, "We should get this over with."
Michael looked around in stunned confusion, but didn't seem able to stop what was going on. No one said or did anything, not even to remove Clara's ten-year-old son, Joseph from the scene or to even cover his eyes. It was all happening so fast. Her husband, Shawn stood stiffly, his eyes unfocused and staring; he was shaking his head very slowly, but that was the only thing he did to stop the execution of Clara Gates, his wife of eighteen years.
Fred held a .38 caliber in his raised right hand. "Any last words?"
"No," she whispered, her whole body trembling.
Fred thumbed back the hammer and that was when Captain Grey stepped forward, his M4 held in one hand, pointing at Fred like a giant pistol. Grey looked relaxed to the point of apathy, but his heart was going strong and his gun hand was twitching to pull the trigger. "I need her alive," he told Trigg.
"This isn't your problem," Fred answered trying to sound tough.
"It is," Grey replied. "I need her to get my friends back. This radio is useless without her."
"Your friends are not our concern," Fred replied.
Captain Grey took one more step and pressed the black barrel of the M4 into Fred's stomach. The flesh felt soft. "Does this concern you?" he asked, quietly.
 



Chapter 13 
Warrior, Alabama
Neil Martin 
The night Grey was rescued by Jillybean, Neil and Sadie were indeed captured by the raiders. Three Humvees had appeared out of the dark and had rolled right up on them before Neil could even zip up his zipper. Short of being caught squatting in the bushes it was probably the most embarrassing way to get captured. 
"Just a second," he said, as if someone had tapped on the bathroom door instead of blinding him with headlights and pointing big guns at his chest. He went to close up his fly.
"Keep your hands up, motherfucker!" one of the men demanded in an extremely outraged tone. Another man had Sadie covered with a shotgun, while six others fanned out to search the woods. They were a surly and ugly lot—from what Neil could tell at least. Their dirty faces were twisted in sneers while their clothes smelled of body odor and grease.
"I think you're safe enough," Neil said. "It's just a penis." He zipped up his khakis and then brought his hands up to chest height.
"Get 'em higher," the man ordered.
"They're high enough," Neil replied without budging his hands. "What do you guys want?" Inwardly, Neil marveled at his own reactions: he wasn't scared. He probably should have been since the men were exceedingly nefarious in their appearance and demeanor, but he was just as calm as he could be.
Before he received an answer, the man pointing the gun into the Humvee cried out, "I got the girl in here and fuck, there's a baby, too. Do we keep it?"
"What would we do with a baby?" someone in the dark asked.
"Man, you are a dumb motherfucker," another said. "We could sell it same as the others."
"Is it cute? No one's gonna buy an ugly baby."
"I don't know," said the first man. He turned to Sadie, ordering, "Get on out here so we can see the baby."
Neil was grabbed and shuffled to the Humvee just as Sadie got out. Flashlights were shone into their faces and then down at the bundle in Sadie's arms. Eve was asleep. She seemed to be perfect in every respect, but the raiders couldn't see it.
"She's too small," one argued.
"How do you know it's a she?"
"The pink she got on, you dumb motherfucker."
"She's gonna cry, you just know it. I don't want to deal with a crying kid. It's the worst thing in the world. I say we leave it here."
"Maybe you're right. Drop the kid, bitch."
There were eight men pointing guns his way and still Neil wasn't afraid. Not that he was experiencing courage either, rather he felt dead inside. Looking at Eve helped and having Sadie near gave him a warm spark, but for the most part he felt little beyond irritation.
"I don't know where you're taking us, but we're not leaving the baby," he declared. The men were obviously bandits of some sort and weren't subtle; Neil fully expected the blow to the stomach he received. He crumpled to his knees and was struck again on the back of the head. Trauma induced lights shot across his vision before he went face first into the dirt.
He heard the same man say: "I said drop the baby and I ain't gonna ask again."
Neil fought his way to his feet and put himself between Sadie and the gun leveled at her. He raised a finger as if he had something important to say. He didn't in fact. "P-Point of order, if I may. You people are making great assumptions that your, uh...uh actions won't have consequences. Which they will, let me assure you. And then there is parliamentary procedure to consider. We must have a quorum present before we can deliberate further on the subject at hand. To wit: not all of my men are here and this can't be the majority of your band of hooligans."
"What do you mean by that?" asked the man who had struck Neil.
As he was just spouting nonsense in order to bide time, Neil couldn't answer with any sort of coherency. He again held up the finger but this time to signify that he had to cough. As he made a display of coughing he looked around at the dark evening, hoping for some sort of miracle, like Captain Grey and Jillybean showing up in the nick of time.
Finally, he couldn't put off answering any longer. "My men will be back anytime and it behooves you to, uh, clear out of here before they do. They are the shoot first, ask question later kind of guys. They're a very roughneck lot."
Some of the raiders looked out into the forest, but not all. "He's lying," one of the men stated, confidently. "They told us it would be just a man and a girl. I don't think the baby counts."
"It don't," the man who had first accosted Neil replied. 
"That's where you're wrong. A baby does count," Neil insisted. "They're more valuable than you realize."
"Valuable to who? Maybe to bitches, but not to us. Now drop the baby or I'll shoot it right here, right now."
"You won't," Sadie said, holding Eve closer. In the dark, her skin appeared alabaster and her eyes like coal. She stood as tall as she could and her courage was a force. She looked ready to defend the baby with her life. "If you do, you'll probably hit me too and that would make me less valuable. You can't sell a girl that's bleeding, right?"
The raider who had threatened Eve wasn't impressed with her bravery. He shoved Neil aside and stepped closer to Sadie, saying, "Then I'll rip it out of your hands and stomp it into the dirt."
As he reached for the baby Neil jumped back between them and found himself brought up short by the barrel of a gun which was pressed against his cheek; it smelled like it had been frequently shot, but rarely cleaned. He ignored it, knowing Sadie would pit her raw courage against their guns if he didn't convince her otherwise.
"We have to leave her. Put her up in that tree. It'll be alright...remember what you said about survival of the cutest? Remember the survival of the smartest?" he asked, hoping she'd realize he was talking about Jillybean. 
They locked eyes. Sadie shook her head slightly. "We don't have a choice," Neil said, pinning the life of a baby on a seven-year-old girl who had left many hours before. There had been no sign or word from Jillybean in all that time and yet Neil, without any other choice, gambled Eve's life on her.
Sadie's bravery and defiance wilted as she realized they were out of options. She went to the tree and hung Eve from the highest bough she could reach. One of the raiders smirked and said, "That's gonna be like a zombie piñata."
"Let's go," Neil said, as if he was in charge. He ignored the raiders and climbed into the back of the nearest Humvee; it was strewn with trash and stank of rotting food. He wished to leave as soon as possible; staying would accomplish nothing except to attract zombies.
Sadie was ushered to the next vehicle in line as someone went to Captain Grey's Humvee and started it. Neil wondered what they would think of Sarah in the very back. Would they think he was some sort of murderer? If so, he figured it wouldn't be all bad, murder was probably a resume enhancer with the raiders.
"So, where are we off to?" Neil asked. There were three men in the vehicle with him. The man next to him in the back had the name Walker written in marker on his BDU blouse.
"To see the big boss," Walker answered. "He'll decide what's going to happen to you my little friend."
In the front seat the driver said, "Like that's a secret," and then elbowed the man next to him. 
Neil shot Walker a look. The bandit shrugged and admitted, "The girl is young enough; she'll be sold to the River King and you...it doesn't look good for you. I'm afraid. Gunner don't have no need of an accountant or whatever it is you were."
"I'm guessing he won't just let me go," Neil asked. The Humvees had all turned back onto the road and were blazing off in the direction from which they had come. Neil glanced back at the turnoff, hoping in vain to see Jillybean or Captain Grey slink out of the shadows.
"It's best not to think about what's ahead for you," Walker advised, "Some things are best left as a surprise."
Neil sat back and for a while he ignored the advice and dwelt on all the things the raiders could do to him; the list was not only long, it was also annoying. Why would they do anything to him at all? By practically everyone's estimation he was too nice and too weak to be considered a threat. 
The only thing that made sense was that they thought he was someone he wasn't or that he was part of some rival gang. He looked down at himself and snorted. His sweater vest of the day was grey and green argyle; not exactly a common gang color pattern found outside a country club.
Worrying about himself seemed like a waste of time so he asked, "Who is this River King person?"
"Just a man," Walker answered. "No reason for you to care. Not now at least and probably not ever unless you're tougher than you look."
"Right, I get that, but..."
He was interrupted by the driver. "Why don't you shut up? Johnnie Walk, punch him in his face if he keeps yapping, cuz I'm getting tired of hearin' him."
"You heard the man," Walker said when Neil looked like he was going to protest.
Neil was quiet for a few minutes and the night slipped by in a hum of engines. His mind strayed to Eve, sleeping up in a tree; it made him sick to think of all the horrible things that could happen to her. To get his mind off it he had to do something, even if that meant getting punched. He asked in a low voice, "Johnnie Walk? Your shirt says Walker. Is that your real name?"
"Johnnie Walker is my drink. Who I was doesn't really matter anymore. That person is as dead as all the rest of this fucking planet," Walker said, then punched Neil in the jaw. "You were warned."
The driver laughed. "He's gonna be trip in the arena."
Neil almost asked about the arena, but his pounding head made him rethink the question. Besides "The Arena" didn't sound like it needed much of an explanation. These were barbaric times and the raiders were clearly barbarians, so obviously they would enjoy barbaric sports. The bloodier the better more than likely.
So much for making a connection with my captors, he thought to himself. Men such as this, the type who bullied others for fun or who got off on dog fighting back in the old days, weren't going to be moved by Neil's plight. They would see only weakness.
The only thing they respected was strength, something Neil did not possess. A sigh escaped him as he pictured what he was going to face in the Arena: Gladiators battling with sword and shield, bare-knuckle fights to the death, whips versus chains, unarmed men struggling against zombies. 
I could fight a zombie, he mused. Since he was vaccinated against the zombie virus, going up against one of the slower, smaller zombies was truly his best chance of winning any fight. 
He was in the process of concocting fight plans in his mind when the convoy of Humvees turned off the main road. Within a minute they had made another turn and then they were pulling into the parking lot of a grocery store. Its windows had been boarded over with inch thick plywood; there wasn't a glimmer of light to be seen.
Someone up on the roof asked in a low voice, "You get 'em?"
"Yep," Johnnie Walker answered. "Two, just like she said. They're not that good. Is Gunner still awake?"
"Naw. Just chain 'em with the rest."
Neil and Sadie were bustled inside where there was just enough of a hazy light stemming from a number of small cooking fires to see that the bandits had transformed the Piggly Wiggly into a rat's nest. There was trash everywhere, while the stink of urine and sour feet and sweat was appalling.
Sadie cursed under her breath and Walker smirked. "You get used to it."
He led them through a maze of shelving that had been pushed in all directions to make rooms and alcoves; some for the filthy bandits, some for weaponry, others for supplies. In the center of the store was The Arena. It was nothing more than a boxing ring, but instead of having the traditional ropes around its edges there was chain link fencing.
"You wanted to know what was going to happen to you," Johnnie Walker said in Neil's ear. "Death matches are all the rage now. It was the River King that thought them up. Cool right?"
"Yeah, great," Neil said.
"They're going to have you fight someone?" Sadie asked. "That's ridiculous. Who on earth would you fight?"
Johnnie Walker sized Neil up with a twist to his lip. "Probably a teenager. Too bad they don't let you fight girls; you might win a fight or two." He laughed at this and then pushed the two on again, heading for the back warehouse area which had also been blocked into rooms by shelves and boxes. The two prisoners were split up: Sadie went to the left with one of the bandits while Neil went to the right with Johnnie Walker.
Lined against a wall were nine male prisoners. Each had a bucket to relieve themselves, a blanket for warmth and six feet of chain that went around their necks and was bolted to the floor. Most of the men looked haggard and wounded. The ones that were awake gave Neil the same appraising look Johnnie Walker had. There were a number of sighs of relief that Neil was as unimposing as he was.
No one spoke to him, not even after Walker had chained him in place and left him in the dark. The prisoners rolled over and went to sleep, snoring loudly. With nothing better to do Neil tried his hand at sleeping and found it practically impossible, snatching only a few minutes here and there. His mind wandered and worried over Eve and Sadie and Captain Grey. He wondered what was happening to them and how they would survive. 
Strangely, he neither worried for himself nor did he fret over Jillybean. There was no question he would lose in the Arena so that made worrying for himself moot. And Jillybean had this certain something about her, this unknown quality that made it seem like she could coast through a hurricane and only have it fix her hair for her.
His sleepless night was very long, far longer than an ordinary night since the bandits didn't begin stirring until after the sun was well up in the sky. Water was brought by a boy of about twelve who sported bruises up and down his arms. He wouldn't look the prisoners in the eye. A different boy brought a bowl filled with a bland oatmeal paste. Afraid that he wouldn't get anything else for the rest of the day, Neil forced it down his throat.
When he was done he asked the man next to him, "What now? Do they just keep us here all day, or do we get to...go...out..."
The man, sallow and hollow cheeked began shaking his head until Neil's words dribbled off. "Listen, buddy. I don't know you and I don't want to know you. The thing is I might have to kill you this evening and I don't like killing people who I am friendly with. They get this hurt look in their eyes when I'm throttling them. I don't like it, so leave me alone."
Neil swallowed loud enough for everyone to hear. "Thanks, I guess." He kept to himself from then on. 
The Piggly Wiggly slowly came alive and at about noon the bandit leader, Gunner finally made his appearance. "How are my boys doing this morning?" he asked, walking down the line, his shrewd eyes looking at his fighters closely. When he got to Neil his face drooped just a little.
"Were you expecting Captain America?" Neil asked. "Sorry to be such a disappointment."
Gunner cast a shadow looking down on Neil. His hair was brown and his scraggly beard was flecked with grey. He had something of a beer belly which made sense as he stunk like an old keg that had gone over to rancid. He wore military fatigues, but he wasn't military, and when he spoke it was with the gravel of a long time smoker.
"You ain't disappointing me yet, son. People can be a surprise when it's all on the line, if you know what I mean. Here, stand on up let's get a better look."
Neil obliged. At full height he didn't quite come up to Gunner's chin. His captor had him lift his arms, turn his head back and forth, squat, and then do pushups until Neil couldn't lift himself—he managed to do only eighteen. Gunner then felt his arms, squeezing his biceps harshly until Neil grunted. "Small and skinny," Gunner commented. "Not the best combination for your new career path."
"I'm not too worried," Neil said, rubbing his arms. "Not about me at least, but I am worried about Sadie, the girl I came in with last night. She's going to the River King?"
Gunner squinted at him. "What I do with my property is my business."
"Your property?" Neil asked. "Maybe temporarily, but you're going to find that..."
He was just getting an indignant steam going when one of Gunner's men yelled for him. "Gunny! We got another radio call. Ya gotta hear it."
The leader of the bandits walked away while Neil still had his mouth open and a finger raised.
"Ok then," Neil called out. "We'll just finish this talk later." He folded his blanket into a cushion and sat on it and listened as the Piggly Wiggly became very active. The bandits ran about and yelled to each other and everyone was very grim-faced. The commotion lasted only a half hour or so and then the building went still as an after-hours morgue.
Unable to contain himself, Neil asked the sallow-faced man next to him, "What's going on?"
He wouldn't answer, but a prisoner further down said, "Probably another raid. More meat for the Arena and more girls for the River King."
Gunfire that was surprisingly close dispelled the idea. The prisoners became animated and stood at the end of their leashes, listening to the battle thrum through the nearby forest. Neil was practically strangling himself in his excitement; he knew the sound of Grey's M4 anywhere. If Grey was alive that meant Jillybean was, too, and very likely Eve was as well. Relief flooded through him, but it lasted only as long as the gun battle which ended all too quickly for his tastes.
Minutes later, Gunner came storming back in, heading down the line of prisoners. The others shied back but Neil didn't see the point. He waited, wondering if he was going to be hit before the questioning or during...or both.
It was both. Without warning or pretense, Gunner kicked Neil in the stomach, folding him in half like a lawn chair. "Who was that?" Gunner demanded.
It was sometime before Neil could answer. "I don't know who you're talking about. If you could describe the person it would help. A picture would be best, but to warn you, I'm bad with faces."
Gunner hit him again so hard that the air sang like a whistle from Neil's throat. Gunner lifted Neil's head and asked. "Someone thinks you're important. Why? Who are you?"
"No one."
Neil tried to duck from the next punch but the man's heavy fist took him right across the temple. There was a flash of pain and the next thing he knew he found himself drooling on the cement; Gunner had left.
"Where is he?" The other prisoners refused to speak, but one jerked his head toward the other end of the building toward where Sadie had been taken. "Shit," Neil whispered as a scream ripped through the air of the building. "Sadie!" Neil yelled in agony.
The scream was cut short. He waited, listening, his breath bound up in the top of throat, tears welling in his eyes. When Gunner came strolling back, looking to be in a much better mood, Neil wiped them away and gritted his teeth, preparing for what was to come.
"You called her Sadie," Gunner said, happily. "That's not a very common name."
Neil felt his insides drop. He had forgotten about the bounty on Sadie's head! With an effort he tried to keep a straight face. "I've heard it a lot, actually. There was a Sadie back in...uh, back in Birmingham. Very odd girl. Nervous, like she was afraid all the time."
Gunner smiled easily. "Cut the crap, dipshit. That girl is Sadie Walcott. That is an interesting name in these parts. Seems there are quite a few people looking for her and there's a shitload of money coming to the man who brings her in. But you already knew that. I can tell by the look in your eyes. You got greedy eyes."
"I do?" Neil asked. He'd never before had his baby blue eyes described as greedy. If anyone had greedy eyes it was Gunner. Neil shook off the thought and pleaded, "You have to believe me. What happened in New York was all a misunderstanding. Sadie is actually a lovely person."
The smile on Gunner's face broadened. "Ok, now I see the angle you're playing. You're a smooth one. You sweet-talked her, you son of a bitch!" He laughed and slapped Neil on the back. "That's one way to bring in a bounty I never thought of. You probably got some French-benefits to go along with the reward money. Smart."
"Yeah, it was a good plan," Neil replied, playing along, forcing a watery smile on his bruised face. 
"A good plan," Gunner agreed. "But that doesn't explain the shooter we had up in the woods. Our informant says it was a soldier. Friend of yours? Or another bounty hunter?"
Neil's mind raced. He knew it was already too late for the small lie of denial; Gunner had him at a distinct disadvantage, staring him in the eye like that. "Yeah. He's a bounty hunter, too. A professional from back before, ex military. He's the muscle and I'm the brains."
Gunner looked up at the high ceiling as he thought over Neil's words. "And the dead bitch in the back of the Humvee? Another bounty?"
The thought of Sarah's corpse was jarring and Neil's mouth came open uselessly for a second as he tried to collect himself. Gunner was still looking up and didn't notice. Neil finally spat out: "Yeah, another bounty. It's probably useless now."
The bandit leader laughed again and said, "Probably nothing. That thing was gross. What the fuck did you guys do to her?"
"Stuff," was all Neil would say about Sarah. He tried to grin away the pain in his heart. "So, you and I are on the same side, so to speak. Maybe we could come to some agreement regarding the girl. Work out some sort of monetary arrangement."
"What sort of agreement would cover the four men that your friend just killed?" Gunner asked. "You think I could let that slide even if I wanted to? What, got no answer Mister Smart-Guy? Let me tell you about my arrangement with you. First I kill you and then I kill your friend. How does that sound?"
"You could kill me with a snap of your fingers," Neil answered. "But my friend will be much harder. You see he's not alone. There's someone..."
"Don't make me laugh!" Gunner said, ironically laughing at the same time. "I know the bunch of pussies he's with and I know their every move. I got a mole working the inside. If he comes for you again, I'll have thirty men waiting on him."
"That may not be enough," Neil said. Gunner grunted a laugh to show that he wasn't at all worried. Neil decided to try to buy himself some time. "If you plan on killing me in the Arena, I would like to fight a zombie."
"That's an odd request," Gunner said.
"I got a thing against zombies," Neil said. "It would be nothing to corral one in here." Neil thought his plan to give Grey a few more days to rescue him and Sadie was a good one but he didn't count on the laziness of the raiders.
"Sounds like too much of a hassle," Gunner said. "So instead you'll fight ole Big Bill. Stand up Big Bill. Let your next victim take a look at you."
The third man in line grunted and stood. Neil had to crane his head back to take him all in. "Sorry, dude," Big Bill murmured.
Gunner ruffled Neil's hair condescendingly and said, "It's gonna be like David and Goliath. My money is going to be on Goliath."
"It's going to be hard to find any takers," Neil said. "Who would bet on me?"
The bandit leader considered this for a moment before saying, "We'll base the betting on time. I'm thinking you just might be able to last ninety seconds. You look like you could run around for a bit before he catches you." He checked his watch. "Let's do seven o'clock. Dinner and a fight sounds like a nice evening."
"What time is it now?" Neil asked, with a sense of urgency he had trouble hiding. Captain Grey might have been driven off, but he would be back. 
"Almost two," Gunner said over his shoulder as he walked away. "You got a few hours to train. Good luck."
The moment Gunner went through the door to the grocery section of the store the sallow faced man on Neil's right perked up. "Go for his knees right away. Don't worry about getting punched or anything just kick his knees out."
"Yeah?" Neil asked. "Does he have bad knees?" He was only curious since kicking Big Bill in the knees wouldn't change the outcome of the fight. Neil would still have to get within reach of those long arms to have any chance at winning and getting within reach was suicide. And truthfully, he had no intention of actually fighting Big Bill, because the fact was Neil didn't know how to kill a man with his bare hands. 
Captain Grey probably knew all about pressure points and strangleholds and the "Five Finger Death Blow" or some such, but Neil barely knew the basics of how to punch and was certain he would break his hand before he managed to kill a big man like Bill. If he wasn't rescued first, Neil would do exactly what Gunner had suggested: he would run in order to buy time.
"He don't have no bad knees," one of the other prisoners said. "But Travis wish he done had 'em, that way he might win when it be his turn to go up against Bill."
"Never mind Rick," Travis said after giving the man a nasty glare. "He doesn't know anything. The knees always bother the big ones."
"My knees are fine," Bill said. "But don't worry, dude. I won't fuck around. You'll go quick. A couple of thumps on the head and you won't know up from down and I'll finish you quick. It'll be a better way than going up against a zombie. With those, even if you win, you die."
"Not for me, I'm immune. Got a shot in New York a couple of months ago." This impressed the other prisoners.
Rick gazed at Neil in slack-jawed wonder and proclaimed it to be a shame that Neil would have to die. "Ain't no one immune what should die. That just seems like all sorts of wrong."
"We all have to die sometime," Neil said, bolstered by their reactions. "My only request, Big Bill is that you do make the fight last. If I have to die I want it costing Gunner as much as possible." He didn't add: And I want to give Grey and Jillybean as much time as I can to save me.
The remainder of the afternoon was not spent training. The prisoners wanted to hear all about how Neil got the vaccine and how he escaped when he was chained to a boat that was sinking and on fire. Neil even told about the real bounty hunter and the attack on New Eden. He talked not only to pass the time but also to calm himself. 
He figured that at any second he would hear Captain Grey's M4 and see little Jillybean peeking around the corner carrying a bazooka or a bomb or maybe a chainsaw to free him. However the seconds passed one after another and there was no sound of gun fire and there was no sign of Jillybean.
At six they were fed and Gunner came in and broke the bad news to Neil that he wasn't going to be rescued. "I just got a call from our informant. Seems the group we've been searching for is going to try running tonight. That soldier friend of yours has convinced them to make a run for Tennessee. Good thing you weren't counting on him to get you out of here."
Gunner laughed when Neil's face fell.



Chapter 14 
Jillybean
Warrior, Alabama
The monster was a big one, tall, fit and imposing. It should have been scary, however Jillybean wasn't ascared at all. It had its hands held out in front of it and was moaning with a steady monotonous: "Uhhhhh..."
Jillybean studied it, letting it come closer...closer...waiting until it was within arm's reach before she reacted. She smacked its hands down.
"No. I'm sorry, but that's all wrong Mister Michael. Real monsters never do that. You're being too stiff."
Michael Gates, slathered in grey makeup and wearing old, tattered and stained clothes dropped his hands and quit his moaning. "What do you mean? This is what they look like." He glanced over at Captain Grey who was sitting in the lengthening shade of an elm, already decked out in monster attire.
The soldier shook his head. "No they don't. Zombies never walk with their arms straight out in front of them. You look like an extra in some crappy drive-in movie."
Jillybean squinched her nose at this. "People don't drive into movies, I don't think. But Mister Captain Grey is right about your arms. Here, watch me once more."
Ever since Ram had showed her how, the little girl had always been the best at play acting like the monsters. The key, she believed, was in turning off the big part of her brain. The part that was filled with rules: like how to stand like a lady, how to chew with your mouth closed and how to tie a bow of yellow yarn in your hair and put on a dress when all you really wanted to do is go out and play on the swings. 
Just then Jillybean's hair was just about as messy as it could be. It was going in every direction and she was sure she would find knots or gum in it when she got around to washing it next. For now it was perfect monster hair.
With a vague moan, she went into her routine: arms swaying, her gait little more than a lurch, her eyes dull and unfocused whenever she was looking through the wisps of hair that hung across her face.
"That's freaky," John Gates remarked. "She looks just like one of them."
At the sound of his voice she didn't react except to turn toward him as if she was about to attack. He grunted out a laugh that was tinged with unease and looked at the others. There were only seven of them in the clearing and that was counting Ipes, which Jillybean did for two reasons: though he had a head filled with stuffing he was as smart as any of them and because counting him made their number seven, which, as everyone knew, was a lucky number.
Jillybean thought they would need all the luck they could get. The group of fugitives from the Floating Island had been thrown into chaos at the news that one of them had been a traitor. Loyalties fractured and they had been within a whisker of executing Clara Gates. Only Captain Grey's stoic calm and the authority of his M4 had saved her for the time being. Fred Trigg had backed down in the face of it but had not changed his mind, nor had he stopped his agitation, becoming, by dint of constant diatribes, the new leader of the group.
Reluctantly, he had allowed Captain Grey, through Clara, to send out a fake radio message to the raiders stating that the group was going to make a run for it that night. Even more reluctantly, Fred had not executed Clara right afterward.
"We may still need her," Grey had said. He had then asked for volunteers to go make the rescue attempt. Jillybean had been the first to raise her hand. Other than her only Michael Gates, his brother William, his son Cody and his nephew, John had stepped forward. Shawn had been torn between freeing his daughter and protecting his wife. He chose to stay to keep Clara from being killed.
Now the little group was a mile outside of Warrior preparing to set Captain Grey's plan in motion. It was a bare-bones plan; once the raiders left to go after the "fleeing" fugitives, each of the Gates men would take up a position, north, south, east, and west facing the Piggly Wiggly and shoot at any target that presented itself.
"That's it?"John Gates had asked in surprise. "That's your whole plan?"
"Generally the more intricate a plan is the more likely it is to get screwed up," Grey had explained. "Really, most plans are thrown out the window on contact with the enemy, anyway. Better to keep it simple."
"What's your part of the plan, Mister Captain Grey, Sir?" Jillybean asked.
"There's a truck entrance around the back on the east side. I'll enter through there, kill all the bad guys inside and free the prisoners. I'll have Michael covering me on the east. You're the only one I want moving up in any supportive role. The rest of you hold your positions. Your job is to shoot anyone going around the building to try to flank us."
"And what is my job gonna be?" Jillybean asked. "I can do stuff and Ipes is brave, for-reals."
"You have a part, Jillybean," Grey had said. "You'll train these men how to be zombies."
Jillybean was excited to get started, but the adults were slow at everything! They took an hour just to get their clothes right and their make-up on. More time was wasted arguing with Fred Trigg about guns and "rounds" which she finally understood to mean bullets. By the time Jillybean had finished the first part of her lesson, it was already very late in the afternoon.
"Ok, now it's your guy's turn," she said, turning, quite suddenly, from being a little monster back into being a little girl. "Try to be as for-reals as you can because we're going to do it with real monsters next. They know a faker better than anyone."
"Uh-uh, no way," fifteen-year-old Cody Gates said. He'd been doing his best to act brave, now his eyes were wide and he took a step back. "I'm not going near a zombie! One scratch and bam! You're one of them."
"Cody is right," Michael agreed. "There's no need to mess around with zombies. It's a useless risk." William and John both nodded to this.
Jillybean gave Captain Grey a pointed look and he blew out in irritation. "We're doing it her way," he said in a clipped, angry tone. "She knows what she's doing. She knows that we'll be walking through a mile of zombie infested forest and she knows we won't have the luxury of either running or fighting. Proper camouflage is the only way. Besides, it's easy."
The captain heaved himself up and started walking around like a monster.
He swings his arms too much, Ipes noted.
"Yeah," Jillybean said. "Excuse me, Mister Captain...I mean excuse me, sir. Your arms should sway, not swing. Watch." She showed them both the swing and the sway. Grey had thunderclouds behind his eyes at first but then he grunted and tried again using the sway. The others tried also and Jillybean went among them correcting any errors.
"Good. Now let's do it with a real monster."
"There's not one around here," William Gates said. "And do we really have time to go looking all over the..."
Jillybean cut him off by letting out a very loud and long scream. Everyone jumped and Ipes said, Warn a zebra next time, dang. 
"That felt good," she said. "I haven't been allowed to do that for like a year."
"It worked," noted Captain Grey. Moaning could be heard coming from deep in the forest; the sound was heading their way. "Alright, button up. Get your zombie faces on. Jillybean will go first to show you there's nothing to it and I'll bring up the rear in case there's a problem. If there is, I'll shout and draw them to me. Everyone else, keep up the act."
Jillybean started walking— monster walking—acting the part of a sad and starving little monster. Beneath her shirt, Ipes hung from a cord. She could feel his heart begin to pound as the first monster came stumbling toward them. Why do you have to go first? he whined.
She didn't answer, of course. She headed on a track that would have the zombie passing only ten feet from her left. Despite that, she wasn't afraid. One monster in a whole world of them wasn't enough to get worked up over. 
Not everyone felt the same. 
Her moan was natural sounding just like one of them. A dozen paces behind her she could hear the fear in Cody's moan. His voice was too high pitched and it warbled. It would attract attention. To counter it she turned slightly toward the monster.
Uh, Jilly? What are you doing?
At this range, answering the zebra meant death. Instead she tried to show the others how safe they were if they just kept in character. She came so close to the monster that they actually brushed shoulders. When they passed, she bent to the ground, picked up a stick and chucked it into the forest.
Like a dog the monster turned and began stumbling after it.
In a hissing whisper she said to the others, "Your moans aren't all that real good. The monster heard something in one of you to make it have curiosity, that's what means it was going to come after you. Try again. Make your moans slow and natural. Like this, Uhhhh...uhhhhh."
The monster had turned in confusion at the whispering, but all it saw was another of its kind limping toward it. When she passed it she snuck a peek from beneath her hair to watch the others: Michael and John were good; William was passable although his eyes came up too much, and Cody made everyone nervous because he was so stiff. Still, the monster was only a little curious and let him go by without an attack.
Grey came last. Instead of walking around it, he walked up to the monster and kicked it square in the chest. It went down on its back and before it could get up, the soldier bashed its head in with a rock.
He turned to Jillybean. "I'd say they did well enough."
She shook her head. "Not Cody. I thought he was gonna get eated."
The boy in question was pale as a ghost and swallowing air like a fish on a river bank. Grey was about to argue but one look at Cody made him agree. "Once more," Grey said. "Just try to ignore the zombie when you go by. Pretend you're just passing some dude in the hall at school."
After a quick clearing of her throat Jillybean sang out loud: "Can you feel the love tonight. It is where we are...It's enough for this wide-eyed wanderer..." She stopped with a shrug. "I don't really know any more of it. That's a song from the Lion King. It was a real good movie about this little boy lion and this little girl lion."
"We know," Grey said in his usual growl.
I think that means shut up, Ipes said, helpfully.
The little girl ignored the zebra. They were trying to attract monsters and shutting up would do the opposite. "You watch cartoon movies?" she asked incredulously. The idea of the hard soldier playing Papa was inconceivable to her. "Do you have kids?"
"I don't and I didn't," Grey said. "But if I had, don't you think that would be a poor question?"
"Because they'd be dead?" Jillybean asked, her face drooping a bit. "I guess so. I didn't mean to..."
"They're coming!" Cody said, still high pitched. He pointed through the trees at eight dead humans coming slowly toward them.
Grey reached out and pulled Cody's hand down. "Zombies don't point. Remember this is just practice. We're only walking. Jillybean go first. Then Michael and William, then Cody, then me. I'll be right behind you."
The two groups advanced on each other—and then passed by without incident. When the monsters were out of sight Grey angled them back to the truck. "That was very good. Now we can get to Warrior undetected." He dropped down to one knee and drew a long line in the dirt with a stick. "This is route 21." He drew a rectangle off of it and labeled it: PW.
"Piggly Wiggly?" asked Cody.
Grey glared at the boy's stupid question as he drew another box across from the first. "William, there's a bank right here. Try to get to the roof. You'll have a great view of the entire front. John, on the south corner is a restaurant. Find a good spot to shoot from. Cody, on the north are woods; get close to the building but not too close. Michael you're with me. Cover me until I get inside then move up and follow my instructions. Any questions?"
Jillybean raised her hand.
There's no need for questions, Ipes said. It sounds like the grownups got it all covered. They probably don't even need our help.
"Humph," Jillybean said to the zebra and stuck him behind her back. She waved her hand higher. "Mister Captain Grey, Sir. You forgot about me."
"I didn't. I want you to stay with the truck." The truck had been another thing that had eaten time that afternoon. Fred Trigg hadn't allowed them to take even an ounce of gas and they had to practically beg to borrow one of their batteries to get the truck moving.
"Stay with the truck?" Jillybean asked, her nose wrinkling in puzzlement. "Isn't the truck gonna stay here? That's why we practiced walking like the monsters, so we could sneak up on this piggy store."
"The truck is going to stay, and you're going to stay."
"How am I apposed to help from way over here? That doesn't make any sense."
Grey pointed to the road they had pulled off of. "I need you to watch the road just in case the bad guys come back early." Jillybean's eyes flared and she opened her mouth, but he shushed her. Just before the "lesson" on monster walking, the seven of them had stood in the tree-line watching four Humvees and two pickup trucks speed up the highway to "take the bait" as Captain Grey put it. "Yes, I said we have a three hour window, but you never know. If they come back early, we're done for."
"But you need me. It was my idea to get walkie-talkies...and I taught everyone how to be monsters so you could have camel-flodge. And...and I can do stuff and Ipes is real brave."
Leave me out of this. I like the truck. It is, uh…it's pretty, I like rust.
"No one is saying you can't do stuff," Captain Grey said, "but this is going to be a gun battle..."
"I've used a gun before," she said, resolutely despite the sudden pain in her stomach. Whenever she pictured the shiny .25 caliber handgun her stomach ached and she felt like throwing up.
The captain went to rub the stubble on his chin, but pulled his hand away when he felt the grey monster paint. "Yes you have, but this time will be different."
"But..."
His eyes flashed. "Enough. You've had your say. I expect you to follow orders like everyone else. You will stay with the truck, is that clear?"
"Yes sir," she said, dropping her head slightly and sticking out her lower lip. She hadn't yet tried pouting since it was a long shot with a man like Captain Grey; Neil, on the other hand would've melted on the spot.
Grey ignored the lip and said, "Good." He slid his M4 out of sight beneath the overly large "monster" shirt he wore, tapped his chest where his Kevlar vest was, and then clapped once. "All right! Let's get our shit together. Anyone got to take a leak, now's the time."
No one stirred. They just stood shifting from foot-to-foot, sweating, less from the heat, which wasn't bad, and more from their growing fear.
"Ok," Grey said, nodding wisely and looking them over; Jillybean tried to stand to her full four-feet, two-inch height in order to be noticed. The soldier's eyes swept right past her as he went on speaking, "You look good. You look like soldiers who are ready to kick some ass! Keep in mind they will be on the defense now. They will be the ones cowering from you! If you're afraid, that's fine. Just remember they are going to be trapped like animals and their fear will be ten times worse than yours."
"We can do this," Michael added. "For Amy."
The others said, "For Amy," in unison.
"Good," Grey said. He went to each and clapped them on the shoulder, roughly. Jillybean only got a pat on the head. "I'm on point. Michael take up the rear. If we come across any stiffs, we do not engage them! Our ammo sitch is too low to waste on the walking dead." He paused and finally looked at Jillybean who perked up, hoping for new orders. "No radio checks. In twenty minutes I'll hit the send button twice. You reply in kind."
"I don't have a watch." She showed her wrists as proof. "Maybe if I was closer to you guys…"
"There's a clock on the dash," he said. "And don't mess with the keys. The battery is suspect enough without you turning the engine off."
"But…"
"What did I say about buts?" When she dropped her chin he lifted it back up, gently. "Mister Neil will be very mad if I let anything happen to you. Now, buck up. We'll be back soon." He tipped her a wink—the greatest display of affection he could muster it seemed.
"Let's move out," he said to the others. Grey led the way through the forest, his eyes quick and sharp, his body sleek and fluid, but also ready to explode in violence at a moment's notice.
The second that the group was swallowed up by the forest, Ipes blew out a big breath. That was close! You almost made us go with them.
"Oh hush," she said, stomping off to the truck and checking the blue LED light—6:48. In a quarter second she calculated when to expect her walkie-talkie to beep twice.
She sat in the driver's seat and at first those twenty minutes dragged. She played with the steering wheel and pretended to drive. She sat Ipes on the dash and then when he was bad she put his nose against the tire. He wasn't there long because she quickly became lonely.
"Which is the gas?" she asked him, pointing at the two pedals. They were crouched down, exploring the moving parts of the truck.
Try one.
With her hand, she pushed the one on the left and nothing happened. She tried the one on the right with a little more force and the truck's engine roared. It was so loud that she jumped, smacking her head on the bottom of the steering wheel.
Ipes snorted with laughter.
"Stupid zebra," she grouched. She sat back in the driver's seat and glanced at the clock. "Seven minutes! That's all it's been?" She humphed once and then looked down at the pedals; the bottom of her sneakers dangled a foot above them. "I wish I could drive."
You mean you wish you could crash?
"I drove before. Amember, Daddy used to let me steer while I sat on his lap? I didn't crash then."
Well I for one am glad that your legs are too short. You'd probably kill us both.
She looked around. "How? It's an empty road. Here, I'll show you." Forgetting the walkie-talkie and the imminent battle, Jillybean went about trying to find the right set of sticks that would allow her to drive. They had to be sturdy and they had to have an offshoot about a foot from the end, and the offshoot had to be at the right angle. There were plenty for her to choose from. When she had found the right ones she dug through her pack until she found string; then it was simply a matter of tying the sticks to her lower legs, and wrapping it upward to hold them stiff.
With her odd semi-stilts tied in place and her backpack under her skinny bottom so that she could look over the steering wheel she asked Ipes," Are you ready?"
Don't do it, Jillybean! Ipes hissed. This is our only truck and besides, what about the radio check?
"I forgot," she said, glancing at the clock—6:10! Had she missed it? She leaned over awkwardly and fetched the walkie-talkie and, before she could even straighten, it clicked twice in her hand. She pressed the send button twice in response and then sat listening for anything else to come from the radio.
You see? Ipes demanded. You aren't supposed to be playing around. You have to watch the road. She slumped and sulked as any second grader would when they were being left out. Don't be like that. Your job is important.
"Sure it is. It's so important to sit…"
The walkie talkie suddenly crackled: "West in position. I can see the whole front and there's no one in sight."
A minute later Cody checked in: "North is ready," he said in a tremor. This was followed by John in the south who tried to sound more manly, but barely succeeded. 
Finally Captain Grey said: "I'm going in."
Jillybean held her breath, listening. There came a thin crackling, not from the radio but from far away over the tips of the forest. She could tell Captain Grey's gun from the rest; it seemed alone.
"Mike! Get in here," Grey ordered over the radio. "They have me pinned down!"
The firing increased in tempo. Jillybean found herself leaning forward waiting on the next message. She figured it would be Captain Grey telling them everything would be ok, but it was Michael who spoke next. "There's too many! Boys get away from the building."
"Damn it, no!" Grey raged. His voice was almost drowned out by the gunshots going off near him. "William, I need you to lay down some fire in the front. I don't care what you shoot at, just distract them."
Next there came much louder gunshots. They were slow and steady.
"It's not working!" Michael cried.
"They're in trouble," Jillybean said, looking at the steering wheel and then down at the knob for the gear shifter. "R for reverse. D for go," she said and pulled the handle down to the D.
What are you doing? Ipes practically screamed as the truck lurched forward. 
"I'm staying with the truck like I was ordered and I'm gonna help, too. They need me just like I thought they would."
But you can't drive. 
She proved him wrong. She could drive, just not well. Steering wasn't an issue because her speed was a grindingly slow three miles an hour. She had one stick on each of the pedals and was deathly afraid to take her foot off the brake. To go faster she pushed harder on the gas. The truck groaned and shook as it fought itself to gain speed.
Jillybean sat rigidly on her backpack, her eyes locked open, her little hands sweating and white knuckled on the steering wheel. She aimed the truck straight down the highway and everything was going fine until the left stick slipped off the brake.
Suddenly, the truck leapt forward. Ipes screamed and fell off the dash board. Jillybean started poking blindly about with her left foot as the truck began to gain speed, but now steering was becoming a tremendous issue. She kicked off the side of a parked car and rebounded to the other side of the road. She fought the truck back to the center but overcompensated and nearly went into a drainage ditch on the other side.
Stop pressing on the gas! Ipes wailed.
Her fear was like an electric charge; it froze her body in place and she could only think about moving one appendage at a time and steering seemed most important to her just then. Before she knew it she had eaten up the mile and could see the Piggly Wiggly off to her left. It looked so peaceful that for a second she wondered if she had the right place, but a second later she saw a little figure running from it. If she had to guess, judging from the direction, south of the store, it was John Gates following his uncle's orders.
She let go of the wheel with her left hand and waved for all of a second before the truck lurched away to the right. Jillybean grunted as she battled the four-thousand pound truck, yanking hard on the wheel to bring it in line, and then pushing it back almost right away as the truck swerved more than she counted on. It finally straightened almost exactly when she needed it to turn. The road to the grocery store was fast coming up.
The little girl put her all into turning the beastly truck and saw with dreadful surety that she wasn't going to make the turn. Her mind grasped the angle of their trajectory and calculated their speed in a blink: they were going to run square into a sturdy fence.
Brake! Brake! Brake! Ipes screamed. She tried, however the sticks attached to her legs weren't straight and her seat beneath her wasn't secure. The stick slid away from the brake and hit the gas and the truck surged right for the fence.
To an adult the speed she was traveling would've been more alarming than frightening. She had barely been doing thirty before she punched the gas with her left foot. This extra boost turned into a boon. At thirty, she probably would have gotten hung up in the fencing but with the extra momentum she flattened it completely and, after bouncing across the median, her path was righted by the guard rail on the far side of the road.
Ipes was dazed from all the bouncing. Are we dead? 
"No," she answered, shortly. After bending back the rail, their speed was only slowly coming back. The zebra grew alarmed since more speed was the opposite of what he felt they needed.
What are you doing? Ipes asked, trying to sound calm. The Piggly Wiggly was dead ahead and now the sound of shooting was swelling.
"Distraction," she answered.
That's what I was afraid of.
Jillybean's fear had plateaued. Her heart rate was a zippy 130 and her breath was a hot pant, yet she was functioning. She was able to guide the truck over two different curbs and into the wide expanse of parking lot where driving suddenly became very easy. The truck's speed crept over twenty five and with a quick motion she grabbed her seat belt and clicked it in place.
Jillybean! Ipes cried, realizing what she was going to do. Not this kind of distraction, please!
"Too late. Hold on!"
The fence had taught her the valuable lesson of momentum. She had felt her impetus diminish in response to the barrier. Now, there was an even sturdier one ahead. The doors to the grocery store had been boarded over—she needed all the speed she could manage. At thirty seven miles an hour the huge iron missile slammed through the wood, blasted apart the glass and steel doors, and crushed one of the raiders under its tires, before coming to a halt with its nose in the air and its chasse resting on a mangled hunk of shelving.
We're alive! Ipes cheered, only a second before bullets started ripping into the metal hide of the truck. They were coming from all sides and Jillybean found she was as pinned in place as Captain Grey was.



Chapter 15
Neil Martin
Piggly Wiggly, Warrior, Alabama
It was just after five that the team of thirty raiders left to scoop up the fugitives making their break for Tennessee. In their absence the grocery store grew quiet and still. Neil stewed, chewing his normally trim nails until they were ragged. He was astounded that Grey had left him and Sadie behind. There could only be one explanation: the hardy soldier had been injured in the first ambush. If that was so, Neil didn't think much of his chances about fighting through the next one.
Tennessee, Neil thought. What the hell is in Tennessee?
While Neil descended into a funk, the prisoners around him settled down, looking relaxed, most acting as though a weight had been lifted from their shoulders. Next to him, Travis was all grins. "Fresh meat," he said as way of explanation. Neil's blank look was interpreted correctly that he didn't understand and Travis went on, practically giddy, "These fucking jerks like to see new people fight. You see? If they capture a lot of men it means all of us don't have to fight soon."
"Oh. So, will they still want a fight for tonight?" Neil asked, hoping they wouldn't, hoping to have another day to figure out a plan or to get lucky, or just to keep breathing.
"Oh yeah," Travis said with a big grin. "But the good news is that Gunner will have even more to lose!" He rubbed his hands together and cackled. No one said anything to this odd display.
Neil went back to brooding over his predicament until he caught himself blaming Sarah: If she hadn't run off…"Then the bounty hunter would've got us," he answered himself in a sullen whisper. It seemed they were doomed no matter what.
He was in the middle of a long sigh when he heard the sound of a gunshot on the southeast side of the store. This was followed by Gunner cursing loud enough for the whole store to hear: "What the fuck was that? Johnnie Walk, check on the prisoners. Make sure they're not escaping."
Suddenly, from the back of the store there was a thumping like someone kicking hollow metal. Johnnie Walker stood in the doorway peeking around the corner. "Someone ain't escaping," he called over his shoulder. "Some idiot just broke in. Hey you, get your hands up where I can…"
The gunshot and the blood geysering from Johnnie Walker's forehead seemed to occur simultaneously. The prisoner on the end of the line was coated in red gore and then had Walkers corpse fall on him. He screamed in horror, but the sound was lost as more gun shots shook the air. Gunner was up and shouting orders at the top of his lungs.
Raiders came rushing around the corners and soon the din of automatic weapons was ear shattering and the chaos unnerving as men ducked in and out of doorways to shoot at unseen foes. The prisoners could only cower and hope they didn't catch a stray bullet in the head. Only Neil remained calm and alert; there was only one man he knew heroic and skilled enough to attempt an assault against such odds.
After three minutes, two more of Gunner's men were laid out on the floor in pools of red. The raider leader punched the wall and turned to two of his men. "Mook and Cali, get your asses around that fork lift and flank them," he ordered.
"I wouldn't do that if I was you," Neil said. Unlike the others he was sitting as if at a picnic with his legs stretched out in front of him. "Your best bet is to negotiate."
Gunner's lip curled and he looked to be on the verge of saying something nasty to Neil, but instead he turned to the two men and said "Go!"
Mook was killed after two strides. Neil couldn't see what was happened to Cali but assumed he’d made it to cover because there was a new sound to the shooting.
"Negotiate my ass," Gunner scoffed. 
"You don't know this man," Neil told him. "He'll kill you all and not break a sweat. I think he used to be a Ranger or Special Forces."
Gunner spun around the door and emptied half a magazine in Captain Grey's direction before leaping back. "Wrong, dipshit. He ain't killing no one, we got him pinned down."
A minute later another of the raiders came hurrying up. "Someone's shooting up the front of the building. I think they're going to attack!"
Gunner looked toward the front for a second before saying. "It's only one gun. They're trying to split us up. Check the front door and…and push a couple of shelves in front of it and get back here."
Neil smiled at this exchange and when a truck blasted in the front door a minute later he actually chuckled. Gunner sent men to the front of the store and the shooting intensified to a new level. When there was a lull Neil called out, "Let's discuss terms."
"The terms of what?"
"The terms of your surrender. I think if you let all the prisoners go and give up a number of weapons and maybe some fuel, he'll let you live."
"Fuck you!" Gunner cried, stomping toward Neil. "How about instead I use you as a human shield? Maybe that will get your friends to think twice before shooting." He bent and unlocked Neil's chain.
Neil didn't resist. He stood, eagerly and did not need to be pushed to the door, but he did stop just shy of it. "Get a good grip," he said to Gunner. He even smiled at the man. He was ready to die. It was a feeling so euphoric that it overrode any fear that he might have been feeling.
What happened to the old Neil? he wondered.
"Before we go out there take a look at Johnnie Walk, and ask yourself if I'm going to be all that effective as a human shield," Neil suggested. The hole in the raider's forehead was dead center. "The guy who did that isn't even the most dangerous one of us. We have a girl who likes fire and explosions; the bigger the better. I don't think you have much time."
As Neil had no idea where Jillybean was and certainly didn't realize she was currently tucked in a ball and stuffed as far up into the footwell of the truck as she could get, he was entirely bluffing. Still, he smiled as easily as a man about to order brunch.
"I can guarantee your safety," he added as Gunner seemed struck by indecision. "You'll hold onto me as a surety that you and your men won't be injured. I think, as a minimum they will want a thousand rounds of ammo, five or six guns; those AR-15s look good, and maybe some food and gas. It's a small price to pay for your lives I would think."
"You're bluffing," Gunner said, as though trying to convince himself it was true.
"Then call my bluff," Neil said. "Use me as a human shield and see what happens." Gunner hesitated long enough for Neil to know he'd won. "Call a cease fire in place and I'll do the same, so we can talk."
There was a misting of sweat across Gunner's forehead. He swallowed once, looked around at the bodies of his men and slowly nodded his head. "Ok, let's do this. Just to talk. Cease fire! Cease fire!"
The call was taken up and when the firing died down Neil yelled out, "Captain Grey, have the men cease fire and uh…hold in place. We're arranging a peace treaty."
"Affirmative, but tell that fuck, I want all the prisoners," Grey yelled. "There will be no trying to dick us over."
"I want more than just prisoners," Neil called back to Grey. He turned to Gunner. "Are my demands suitable?"
Gunner took a long breath before saying, "Five hundred rounds, three guns, one truck. Nothing else. We can still fight our way out of this and my other men won't be gone forever." Gunner eyed Neil closely, but Neil was not new to negotiations. He'd been a high-stakes corporate raider at one time in his life and he knew the greatest secret to negotiating lay in the ability and willingness to walk away from the table empty handed.
He gave Gunner his patented "Humm," of surprise. "Really? One second. Captain Grey? I'm guessing our little friend is out there. Is it going to be the roof she blows up?"
Grey was silent for a moment, just long enough to add to Neil's bluff. "You know I can't tell you."
"I'm hoping it's the roof this time," Neil said to Gunner with a glance upward. "It's quicker that way. Fire can be so…" He shuddered and then said, "I'm not going to dicker with you. One thousand rounds of ammo, six AR-15s, three-hundred cans of food and two gassed up trucks."
Gunner opened his mouth to bargain and Neil stopped him with a raised finger. The smaller man called out, "Grey, commence firing in thirty seconds if I don't give you the ok."
After barely a second Gunner whispered, "Fine. We'll take your demands."
"Good," Neil replied, trying to sound like a cool customer when really he felt the pores of his body suddenly let go. Sweat made the shirt beneath his vest stick to his back. He also started to get the shakes but he hid that by putting his hands in his pockets. "Grey," he called. "Stay in place. The raiders and I will be in one of the rooms in front. You are to take only the following: one thousand rounds of ammo, six AR-15s, three-hundred cans of food and two gassed up trucks. And, of course, all the prisoners."
Gunner's mouth came open to protest the fact that the prisoners hadn't been included in the final agreement, but he shut it in a display of defeat.
Grey yelled out: "Affirmative."
Neil didn't hear. Something had just dawned on him. "The girl that I came in here with, was…was she touched in any way?" he asked of the raider leader. He was afraid of the answer. If Sadie had been raped, he was pretty sure he would kill Gunner regardless of his promise. There was a new furious hate building in him that he didn't think he would be able to control.
"No," Gunner replied. Neil gave him a sharp look. "I said, no. But…I am afraid she ain't part of this deal. By now the River King has her."
"Grey, one second!" Neil thundered in a sudden wrath. He advanced on the much larger man. "She isn't here?"
Gunner lifted his hands in peace. "Hey, I was just trying to protect her. You didn't want her raped, right? The thing is I can't guard a fine piece of ass like that for long, so I sent her on as soon as I found out who she was."
Neil could feel the ferocity of his rage like a fire in him. It made him want to give up his negotiated victory and tear into Gunner. It was a feeling like he'd never had in his entire timid life. "Where can I find the River King?" Neil growled.



Chapter 16
Deanna Russell
Southern Illinois
The hell-ride had to end sometime. For Deanna it seemed like many hours if not days and days where the sun wouldn't rise and the stench of death stuck in her nostrils and lived on her tongue. Finally, Mindy had them pull over and the women clambered out of the trucks and huddled, again in a little bunch. They didn't look at each other, they looked out at the night where the bugs crreeeed! And the not too distant zombies moaned. The night was chill and damp with a newly forming dew coating the world and everything in it.
Deanna stood a couple of feet away from the rest. It was as if there was a barrier up around her that kept the others at bay. The closer she edged in the more they sidestepped away. By doing their bidding and killing the wounded, she had become something of a pariah. Embarrassed, she hung her head and kept to herself.
"We have to, uh to, uh ditch one of the trucks," Mindy said. She had grown weaker from blood loss and Kay had to hold her up or she would have fallen. "We need to get the gas out of this truck and put it into the other one. Anyone know how to do that?"
When it came to mechanics the women were completely clueless. Of the twenty two young women left alive only three had ever changed a tire before and none had siphoned gas even a single time. They had been raised in the age of cell phones and Triple A auto where a tow-truck, and a man with black grease under his nails was only a phone call away. And if it wasn't an emergency there had always been some other man around, a brother, a father, or a boyfriend, to do those dirty things, though in truth in the time of metrosexuals, men had been losing skills of a mechanical nature rapidly and at the time of the apocalypse a surprising number didn't even know how to check their engine oil level let alone how to change out the filter.
Just then it hardly mattered, the women didn't have a hose to siphon with or any tools beyond a jack, tire iron, and can opener.
"So, we're just going to leave the gas?" Jackie Broderick asked when no one said anything. She worked her flashlight over the large rectangular external tank and then pointed it into Mindy's face and asked, "Do we have a ladle? We could scoop the gas out from the top hole."
In the light Mindy looked white and her eyes were dull, her lids droopy. "Get that light off of me," she cranked.
"A ladle won't work," Joslyn said. "It's a stupid idea. That hole is too small."
"And I don't think we even have a ladle," someone added.
"Maybe there's a drain plug," Kay suggested. This got the women excited and they gathered closer and spoke in hushed tones as Jackie shone the light around the bottom of the tank.
Deanna didn't partake in any of this. She went to check on Mindy and her wound, only Mindy didn't want her injured arm poked and prodded by an amateur. "There are too many germs out here. I'll get infected." Deanna started to turn away, but Mindy stopped her. "Dee…we need some stuff from the back of the other truck."
She meant the "death truck", the one that held all the dead bodies and the memories of what Deanna had done. A shiver went down Dee’s back that couldn't be completely hidden by the dark. "Look, Min, can you find someone else. I don't want to…"
"Please," Mindy begged. She jerked her head at the other women. "They won't do it. We both know that. They'd rather starve or die of dehydration. There's food in there and guns and water. We need all that stuff." Next to her Kay wouldn't look up and the others who were close and had heard, pretended to be very interested in the gas situation or the side of the truck or the tops of their shoes.
"Ok," Deanna said after a moment of consideration. She didn't have the luxury of leaving behind food or water; she couldn't take chances with Emily inside of her. And, she still needed shoes. The evil, rat-like hoarding sensation that had gripped her before had left her, but shoes were a necessity. "I'll need the flashlight again."
Jackie gripped the light tightly and insisted that she needed it to help with the fuel transfer. Mindy shook her head wearily and shrugged at Deanna as if there was nothing she could do. 
She was wrong. There was something she could've done: she could have moved the first truck behind the second to light up both operations. It was a simple solution that should've been obvious to all of them, only the women were numb from their ordeal and on top of that they had been subject to months of mental conditioning to believe that they were nothing but stupid whores with no value beyond their ability to get a man off. It made them timid and uncertain; each always waiting for someone else, someone "smarter" to do their thinking for them.
Somehow Bessy had been able to fight against the cruel mental torture, but she was dead and Mindy was only a shadow of her friend. Deanna, who was only slowly coming out of her year-long nightmare because of the natural imperative of childbirth, was possibly the most focused of all them, but that wasn't saying much.
She climbed up the back of the truck and ducked into the covered bed practically blind. It was probably for the better; without the light, the bodies were simply bodies. They weren't Rachel, Annie, or Karen Hasselback whom she had killed, or poor Tina who had died with her tongue out, holding the hand of the only person who had ever truly loved her. Nor were the bodies those of Jenny Fine and Bambi who had died fighting while Deanna had only cowered.
They were just bodies growing cold and stiff. Deanna had to pull a few of them aside to get at their pockets or roll them to get at the stores located beneath the benches. Once she accidentally put her hand inside one of the bodies. It was sticky-wet and the meat of it had the feel of raw hamburger. The gorge rose like a backing toilet up her throat but, after breathing deeply Deanna held down the puke—she counted this as a personal triumph and tried to convince herself that she was toughening up. It made searching the remaining corpses slightly easier.
The bodies held all sorts of treasures: gum and candy, bullets and batteries, cans of tuna; basically items of value they had stashed. Deanna took the choicest of items and the rest she put in a box which she dragged to the tailgate. Beneath the benches she found a few boxes of food and two five gallon jugs of water. These went to the tailgate as well. Next, she searched around beneath the bodies of Jenny and Bambi looking for the guns they had used. They were gone, probably having fallen out of the truck when they were shot.
When everything else was done she went to each body and put the bottom of her foot up against their soles until she found a match in foot size. Gritting her teeth she tugged off the corpse's shoes and when she had laced them onto her own feet, ignoring the fact that they were still disgustingly warm inside, she went to the tailgate and called to Mindy. 
"This is all I found. There wasn't a whole lot of…" Deanna stopped in midsentence, her eyes growing large. Mindy and Kay were standing slightly apart from the other women who had managed to get the drain plug unscrewed and who were busy trying to capture as much fuel as they could. What caught Deanna's eye was the woman coming up behind Mindy.
At first she thought it was just one of the girls coming back from tinkling in the bushes but this woman walked unsteadily and her hair looked as though it hadn't felt the touch of a brush in months and her shirt was torn all down the front, exposing the fact that one of her breasts had been chewed off.
"Behind you!" Deanna cried, pointing.
It was a zombie and its presence sent the women into hysterics. They ran for the first truck and climbed up into the bed or into the cab, scrambling over themselves in their fear. Since she was already high up and safe Deanna began waving her arms and shouting to draw the zombie to her. It worked and she found herself closer to a zombie than she'd ever been.
"Kill it!" Joslyn yelled. 
Deanna's experience with killing zombies was a big fat zero. She knew you had to shoot them in the head, or burn them to ashes, or dismember them in some way, but she also knew there was a fine line between knowing how to do something and actually doing it.
For her the apocalypse had started in slow motion. She was from Duluth, Minnesota which wasn't much more than an oversized town, and as it sat in the middle of nowhere they had more deaths from murder and starvation than from zombie attacks, at least at first. When the government closed the roads and the trucks stopped transporting food, the people of Duluth hunkered down and made what they had last or they went fishing out on Lake Superior or they hunted the forests for anything that moved. But then came the refugees, first out of Minneapolis and then Madison and then Milwaukee.
They came in waves, sometimes by car, clogging the roads, but more often by foot, sweeping every creature before them. What didn't move was eaten. Entire herds of cattle were butchered in their pastures and cooked on the spot. Fields of corns were stripped, potatoes were dug up, and soy beans were eaten raw. Each wave of refugees was more desperately hungry than the one before and the battles between the city folk and the rural people grew bitter.
The zombies came next and made everything that occurred before seem pleasant in comparison. The city of Duluth was overrun after three days of intense fighting. Most of the survivors fled north into Canada only to freeze to death as a cold front moved in a day later and dropped the temperature by thirty degrees and dumped eight inches of snow. Tens of thousands of refugees were caught out in the open and fewer than one in a hundred survived. 
Deanna hadn't gone with the others. She had erected a wall of fear about herself and could only hide in the basement of her parent's home nibbling the last of her food and wearing three outfits at a time in order to keep warm. Her food couldn't last and midway through December she crept out into the white world of Minnesota wearing her heaviest coat over her layered clothes and carrying a knapsack over her shoulder. With her food gone there wasn't much in the pack except some odds and ends: two lighters, a four-pack of D batteries, and a little med kit that wasn't much good unless she scraped a knee.
Afraid of the cold as much as she was of starving to death, she went south, hoping in vain that the cold of winter had somehow killed the zombies or at least slowed them down. At five foot seven inches and weighing only one hundred pounds she was not physically ready to fight even a small zombie. She had no weapons except a hoe that she pulled out of the frozen ground; it was a hopeless weapon which she well knew. On the plus side, she had above average intelligence, on the downside her knowledge base was dependent on the degree she had earned in business administration which was pathetically useless for a person in her position.
She knew nothing of survival: she couldn't hunt or fish. She couldn't tell a poisonous plant from a bean sprout, she couldn't sew or make flour from wheat or wrap a sprained ankle or tie knots beyond the basic granny. If she came across a dead animal she didn't know which parts were edible and which would make her sick. She didn't know anything about astronomy because it had seemed like a dull subject and thus she couldn't tell north from south five minutes after the sun set. She could make fire only if she had a lighter and even then it was a struggle. In short she didn't know anything of real importance that would keep her alive.
Like a vagabond, she scrounged her way south to Eau Claire, Wisconsin, collecting the leftover refuse of a dead civilization: a can of soup she fished out of a drainage ditch, an old potato and three ears of corn the refugees had overlooked in a field, a bag of flour she had found in the backpack of a corpse. In Eau Claire, a boy of about fifteen took everything she possessed. She was taller by three inches but regardless he beat her senseless, and would've raped her as well, but her three pairs of pants thwarted him.
He left her bleeding and weeping on the side of the road but she hadn't hit rock bottom, not then. The very lowest ebb of her life came five minutes later when she realized what a mistake she had made in not just giving him everything he wanted. That realization, the idea that she should have let a foul, evil teenaged punk fuck her because it was better than being alone, did a number on Deanna Russell.
The summer before, she had crowed to her friends after graduation that she was "The epitome of the modern American woman and the world had better watch out!"
She had been all set to start working for a Fortune 500 company where she had planned on using her education and intelligence, her wiles and her beauty to work her way up the ranks. It was no stretch to think that after ten to twelve years she could expect to be clearing a six-figure salary—that had been her trajectory; then the world had changed in a way Deanna wasn't prepared for. She was desperately lonely, afraid beyond anything she had ever experienced, and sure in the knowledge that she couldn't make it on her own.
She found herself on the side of the road wishing a scrawny fifteen-year-old would come back. If he had she would've worked the buttons of her jeans herself if it meant he would stay with her. She hadn't realized just how jacked up she was until he left. That was when despair hit her like a truck and she went into a depression that crushed her self-worth. 
Two days later she hooked up with the next man she met and although he was brave and tough and was nice to her, she didn't mourn him for a second when the Colonel's men killed him. Instead she latched onto them offering the only thing she felt she had that anyone seemed to want.
Her depression and her horrible view of herself had lasted until she had forced herself to come to terms with her pregnancy four days before. It had been four days of slowly dawning realization that she could no longer be just a whore. She had to be something much, much greater: a mother. A mother had to be tough, brave, self sufficient and wise. The very idea was overwhelming and left her in a panic at times, however her biological imperative was greater than her mental state and it began to pull her from the brink.
There in the back of the truck with one foot up on the tailgate Deanna felt the baby stir within her. She pulled out the black pistol and shot the zombie in its open mouth.



Chapter 17
Deanna Russell
Southern Illinois
The gun bucked in Deanna's hand and a millisecond later the back of the zombie's head exploded outward in a black spray. The creature fell in mid-moan and didn't move again.
"You killed it," Joslyn said. It sounded like an accusation.
The women climbed down from the truck and gathered around the body like a gaggle of crows around fresh road kill. Jackie shone her light on the corpse long after morbid curiosity was satisfied; it was akin to the last few minutes of a snuff film with the camera lingering on the body. Just like Deanna, none of them had been this close to a zombie before. Each had a tale similar to hers—there wasn't a one among them with the heart of a warrior, which made sense; the mindset of a warrior and a whore were on opposite poles.
"That's enough, Jackie," Mindy said, in a whisper. Of course, Jackie spun the light into Mindy's face. The woman blinked and put a hand up. "Jeez, Jackie! Why do you always do that?"
Jackie shrugged and pouted. Deanna had seen something in the light and climbed down from the truck, saying, "Jackie, shine it on Mindy again. On her arm I mean...oh, Min, you're bleeding again, and it's bad." Under the light the blood was greasy looking but ran like water. The drops hit the road with a steady tapping that could be heard in the silence.
"Sit her down," Melanie suggested.
"No put her up in the truck," Veronica advised. 
Half the women were advancing on Mindy to help but stopped when Joslyn spoke. "What's that smell? That smells like...Oh shit, the gas! You idiots forgot the gas. It's leaking all over the place."
Jackie used her flashlight to show everyone just how right Joslyn was. When the zombie had showed up they had forgotten to screw in the drain plug and now the diesel was flowing in a steady trickle from the tank, turning the road dark. All the women rushed to the truck, except Deanna, Mindy, and Kay.
Mindy's eyes were heavy and her cheeks slack. "Save the gas," she said.
"They are," Deanna told her.
"Lay me down," Mindy asked. "I'm getting tired."
Kay began to lay her down right there in the road but Deanna stopped her. "Let's put her in the truck while she still has strength." Mindy was little help in climbing into the cab, but once she was sitting, she recovered somewhat. The three watched as half the women stood around gawking and whispering to themselves while the other half shuttled back and forth using cups and water bottles to transport the diesel from the "death" truck to the "good" truck.
"There has to be a better way," Mindy said.
"Yeah," agreed Deanna. No one came up with a better method and too much of the diesel was lost in spills and accidents. When the job was done, the women began to pile into the truck. Deanna watched until the last woman had climbed aboard before realizing they couldn't go just yet. "We can't leave the other truck just sitting there in the middle of the highway."
The women cursed and bitched as they climbed back down. Melanie went to the driver's seat and put the truck in neutral, while everyone else took up positions around the back and began to push. They had stopped where the land was annoying level and it was twenty minutes of hard work to get the truck off the side of the road and deep enough into the surrounding forest for it to be hidden from sight. 
When they came back to the remaining truck, Kay pointed to the dead zombie. "We should move that, too." All eyes went to Deanna.
"Fine," she said, knowing that it was going to be a waste of time arguing with them. They would just vote her the shit-job anyway, she figured. The zombie was much lighter than she expected. She grabbed it by the hem of its skirt and dragged it off the side of the road and into the tall weeds. She didn't bother going very deep. When she was done, she wiped her hands in the damp grass and climbed into the truck to sit next to Mindy in the front seat.
"Where to?" Kay asked, putting the big five-ton truck in motion.
Mindy's answer stunned both Deanna and Kay. "I don't know," she said. "Bessy didn't know either. She only said that we would find somewhere that's safe, eventually."
"Eventually? And you have no ideas?" Kay demanded, angrily. "Then which way should I go? I don't think we're going to find a sign that says Safe Land, No Rapists allowed!" Her foot had come off the gas and they began to slow rapidly.
"Keep going," Deanna ordered. "Stopping won't help us and going back would be suicide. Really, it doesn't matter where we go as long as we stick together. We can be strong if we stick together."
"Once Bessy told me about a rumor out east," Mindy said. "She heard that women are being captured and sold as sex slaves in New York. It's some Russian mob guy."
Kay cursed under her breath. "Shit. That narrows where we're going down to anywhere but east. That's so helpful."
"Stop being a pain in the butt," Deanna said. "We can't go east; that's fine. And we can't go back north because we'll run into the Colonel's men. I'm sure they're searching for us. So we go south, probably for a few days. Then we'll figure something out."
The truck rumbled south for an hour before the three in the front heard the women in the back begin to bang on the metal cab wall. They pulled over quickly and Deanna got out with the black pistol drawn and her heart going like crazy. "What's wrong?" she asked of the anxious faces staring down at her from the bed.
"We all got to use the bathroom," Melanie explained.
Other than frequent bathroom breaks and eleven detours around traffic clogged roads, they went south steadily all night until the rising sun cut an edge between earth and sky. By then they were sixty miles south of St Louis and running on fumes. The gas gauge had been pointing to empty for fifteen nervous minutes and Kay was beginning to get anxious.
"Wake up Mindy," she suggested to Deanna. "She'll know what to do."
Mindy was prodded into a semi-conscious state and couldn't focus past the end of her nose. "I don't think she knows anymore that we do," Deanna said. "I guess we should pull over and start checking gas stations."
Kay looked shocked at the idea. "In the light? Where everyone can see us? No way. That's gotta be the dumbest thing I ever heard."
"Then what?"
"I don't know, that's why I want to talk to Mindy. She'd know what to do."
Deanna glanced over at the gauge once again. "Shit," she cursed and then began to shake Mindy again but without success. "It's not working, Kay. We need to, uh...we need to hide. Pull over and we'll find a place to hide the truck."
Kay's ability driving such a monster vehicle was limited and that meant they weren't able to access the narrower streets without her sideswiping every other car parked on the road. They ended up pulling into a church parking lot. No one but Kay was happy with the choice.
"Where are we supposed to sleep?"
"There aren't any beds in there."
"Are we supposed to sleep on the pews?"
"What if there are zombies in there?"
Everyone look at Deanna. "What? You want me to go in and check? No. I'm not going to do it."
"You're the one with the gun," Joslyn said.
Deanna pointed at a sweet young woman, with honey-colored hair and a quick smile. "Carolyn has a gun, too. Hers is a shotgun. It's bigger and better than mine. Make her go."
Carolyn's smile was nowhere to be seen. "I'm not really all that good at shooting it. It hurts my shoulder. You can have it, Dee. I don't want it." She held out the gun. It was a hunting gun, fall-colored with leaf patterns all up its stock and barrel. Deanna's father had one just like it. When the apocalypse hit, he had carried it around with him, mostly for protection, though it hadn't done him much good. He had gone off on a hunt just before Thanksgiving and never come back. This was before the first wave of zombies came through Duluth so Deanna figured he'd been murdered for the gun.
The memory made her hesitate, but only for a second. The shotgun was bigger and badder than her pistol and it made sense to be armed with the best. She took it from Carolyn and then held out her other hand. "I'll need all the bullets, too."
"They're called shells," Joslyn said, with a little grunting snort. "Everyone knows that."
"Fine. I'll need all the shells then." Carolyn handed over eighteen in a rattling box. Dee stuffed them in her cargo pocket and then looked over the weapon, noting the safety and the ejection port. She pulled back on a stubby handle to see what would happen. A shell popped out and rolled around on the asphalt.
"You put one in there," Carolyn said, pointing to the port. "And then press the button."
Deanna reinserted the shell and pressed the carrier release. The bolt jumped forward and she assumed it was ready to shoot. "You can only shoot it once?"
Carolyn shrugged. "I think so."
That didn't seem right. Deanna turned the weapon over and saw a spot on the bottom of the bolt where the metal wasn't seamlessly aligned. She pressed it and the metal eased back as if on a spring. She dug out another shell and was in the process of loading it into the bottom port when Joslyn made a noise.
"We don't have all day," she said.
"You have as long as it takes and also, I'm not going in there," Deanna said. "Not by myself."
"We could vote. We could make you go," Veronica put in.
Deanna paused with a shell halfway in the bottom port. She grunted and slipped it in. A third was very close to fitting, but no matter how hard she pressed it wouldn't go. She stuck it back in her pocket and said, "You probably should've done that before you gave me another gun."
"Is that a threat?" Joslyn demanded. "Someone wake up Mindy. She needs to hear this."
"No one goes near Mindy," Deanna said, swinging the shotgun in a wide arc. It was a fearsome weapon; with its massive bore it looked like a cannon. The women backed away. "You don't need Mindy to do your thinking for you and you don't need me to do all the shit jobs for you either. You guys aren't whores anymore, so stop acting like whores."
"What do you know about anything?" Joslyn asked. "You act like you're better than us, but not only were you a whore just like us, you weren't even a good whore. Everyone knows you were one step away from gang-bang duty." She was trying to be venomous, but it failed.
"And we need to stop being so catty," Deanna added. "I wasn't a good whore because I'm not a whore and I never was one. I was simply afraid, just like all of you. That's the truth. We were whores because we were afraid. We were afraid we couldn't make it on our own. We were afraid to die. We were afraid that there were worse places than The Island and we were afraid that there were worse people out there. We have to stop being afraid of everything."
Veronica crossed her arms over her large chest, and said, "You tell us not to be afraid but you have two guns and you won't go in there. Why don't you put your money where your mouth is and show us how it's done."
"Fine," Deanna answered, shooting a glare at her. "I'll go. It's just an empty building."
The sun was barely up and Deanna's shadow was stretched long in front of her. She went to the church, pausing only to look down at the shotgun, turning off the safety switch. Suddenly, the gun seemed electric. She held it gingerly, careful to keep her finger well away from the trigger…just in case.
The church wasn't elaborate. It was a long rectangle with a sharp angled roof and a steeple sitting above the belfry. Doubled doors marked the entrance; they were shut, but not locked.
"There's nothing in there," she whispered to herself as she reached out a shaking hand to the door knob. It was an awkward move as she tried to simultaneously keep the shotgun pointed forward. 
From behind her, the weak morning sun lit up the church in hues of grey. The building seemed extraordinarily dusty and dim as though she were looking at a church she had just dug out of the Egyptian desert. It was almost perfectly quiet and almost perfectly lifeless; she could hear a soft moan, a sound she instantly recognized; it was the undead. 
Deanna could have turned around and walked away, only she worried how that would be received by the other women. They would call her names; coward or chicken shit, but that didn't bother her so much because she knew none of them would dare go in. Her worry was that if she ran away it would cement in all their minds that they were ruled by fear.
"Besides, it's only one zombie," she told herself to ease the terror crawling in her belly. Once inside she discovered something almost as bad as zombies. Someone had vandalized the church, destroying whatever could be destroyed and desecrating what couldn't with crude drawings, fire, and, judging by the smell, feces. She was once again on the verge of throwing up.
Taking deep breaths through her mouth, she eased down the main aisle, stepping over hymnals and bibles and broken hunks of pew, all the while with the shotgun raised and ready. By the time she got to the altar the gun's weight was too much. She lowered it and shook out her right arm and then nearly screamed.
There was a child on the altar.
It was someone's infernal sacrifice. There were only bones and rags of flesh left of it. In the middle of the carnage was a rusting dagger, while on the floor beside the altar were a skirt and a little pair of shoes.
Deanna turned away and began panting, again fighting the desire to puke. "Oh, fuck," she whined as she realized she wasn't going to make it. She knew she would vomit and she knew that the sound would alert the zombie and that if it caught her while she was on her knees puking her guts out she was done for.
There were only two choices left to her, run or attack before she began to hurl. She couldn't run. She looked around and saw a short hall leading behind the altar; the first door in that hall stood partially open. Deanna gritted her teeth, rushed to it and kicked it open.
There was her zombie. It had been a priest, once a jovial man with a large belly and thick jowls, who had in his past life never turned down an opportunity for a home cooked meal from a parishioner or from anyone for that matter. Now his jowls hung in ribbons down the front of his soiled frock and his once soft hands were grey and ended in yellowed talons.
He charged Deanna who screamed and fired the shotgun without aiming. The force of the twelve gauge's discharge spun her around to the right while the zombie-priest spun the opposite way having been hit mainly in the left shoulder. 
Her grip on the gun, which had been over-tight as she had walked up the aisle, had turned weak and the gun kicked with such brutal power that her fingers went numb. The shotgun dropped to the carpet. The whole event was such a shock that it was a full second before she bent to pick it up. The injured zombie recovered quicker and bum-rushed her faster than she thought possible. 
She only had time to grab the gun before she began backpedaling, trying to buy herself time to figure out how to make the gun shoot again. Her knowledge of guns was so limited that she thought all shotguns were of the pump action variety. Try as she might, she couldn’t find a way to pump it. The undercarriage was solid wood.
 She had only seconds to figure it out and those seconds ticked by uselessly. The zombie-priest closed so fast that she was forced to drop the bulky shotgun and dodge away from the thing. She went to her left and too late saw it was the wrong way. Two more zombies had come from the room and a third was coming up the main aisle. Where that one had come from, she had no idea. 
Deanna only knew that she had managed to trap herself and that her only hope lay in the other women outside. The same women who had panicked at the sight of a single zombie.



Chapter 18
Jillybean
Lewis Smith Lake, Alabama
"You wanna go do something else?" Jillybean asked. She was sitting in a tree swinging her left leg as fast as she could make it go. This had the effect of torquing her body around. To compensate, she was jerking her right shoulder forward with every other kick.
On a lower branch, ten-year-old Joseph Gates was swinging both his legs and biting the inside of his cheek. Every few minutes he would pause and spit between his legs. "Like what?"
"I dunno, hide and go seek?"
"No, I can't. I have to see what going to happen to my mom." He picked off a leafy stem and began stripping it of bark in long, thin sheets.
Jillybean grabbed a little branch of her own and copied him, finding the motion oddly soothing—it didn't stop her leg swing however, which Ipes noted. What's with the leg? You got ants in your pants?
"No," she said, under her breath. She stopped her leg but then began rocking from her butt up to her neck. To Joseph she said, "Nothing's gonna happen to your mom. Look at Captain Grey. You see how his eyes are squinty like that? That's what means don't mess with him and he already said no one was going to be executed. So she won't be. It's as simple as that."
"But he's not the leader," Joseph shot back. "And that means he can't just order everyone about."
Fred Trigg had said exactly the same thing only a minute before, causing the clearing to erupt in whispers. It was only now calming. "We've already voted on it and the majority has ruled," Trigg said, concerning the execution of Clara Gates.
Grey's lip curled but Neil held up a hand. He stood, pulled down on the hem of his sweater vest, and cleared his throat; Jillybean knew this meant he was going to give an important sounding speech of some sort. "Death cannot be decided by fifty-one percent of the vote, otherwise nobody would be safe from the tyranny of the majority," Neil said, walking back and forth in a short line. "Nor should a super-majority be able to force an execution as it would cause schisms in the group and weaken it. Death is too great a punishment for anything but a unanimous vote."
Trigg scoffed, "Then no one will ever be executed!"
Neil ceased his pacing and looked evenly at him, saying, "In my opinion that would be a good thing." Trigg began to bluster but Neil snapped his fingers angrily; a very odd thing for the normally timid man. "That does not mean all punishments should be determined in the same manner. Nor does it mean people can't abstain from voting if they feel their conscience dictates it."
"See?" Jillybean said, her leg swinging again. "Your mom's gonna be fine. I think we should do something. The grode-ups will talk all night about all this."
You sure seem extremely interested in doing something with this boy, Ipes noted.
Her leg began zipping through the air faster. "I don't!" she said defensively. "He just seems lonely."
"Are you talking to your zebra?" Joseph asked, giving her a quick look.
Trigg saved her from an embarrassing answer by crying out, "You're not even part of this group!"
"Maybe they should be," Michael Gates said. "We're not an exclusive club. We let you join, Fred."
"Hold on, these should be two separate issues," Fred countered. "We should finish our first order of business first. Everyone in my group who thinks the previous ruling of death should stand, raise your hands."
Joseph made a fearful, whiney noise in his throat and Jillybean hopped off her branch and climbed down next to him as the adults began looking around at each other. There were a lot of grownups. Counting the prisoners that she and Captain Grey had rescued, there were forty adults and one baby in the clearing.
Jillybean touched Joseph's arm lightly. "It'll be ok. My grode-ups won't let them kill your mom. Trust me."
"Before you vote may I suggest an alternative punishment?" Neil asked.
"Uh-oh," Jilly said.
My guess is they're not going to put her in time out, Ipes remarked out of the side of his mouth.
Neil cleared his throat once more. "I think we can all agree that what Mrs. Gates did is unforgivable and yet she was forced into committing her crime under duress, something that should modify her punishment. As an alternative and more humane punishment I would suggest that she be expelled from the group."
Clara Gates had been standing with her head bowed and a vacant look to her staring eyes, but at Neil's words she dropped to the ground and started crying. 
"If she goes then I go," Shawn stated.
Joseph leapt out of the tree with Jillybean right behind him. "I'm going too!" he said running into the clearing.
Jillybean stopped at the edge of the tree line. She liked Joseph in an odd, making-her tummy-feel-weird sort of way, but that wasn't enough to declare that she was leaving too. She wasn't going anywhere except to find the River King with Neil and Captain Grey in order to rescue Sadie. No one had made mention of this yet, but she knew that was going to be their next adventure, and she couldn't wait.
"Theatrics aside," Fred said. "A show of hands." For some reason he looked at Amy Gates first. The girl looked as shell-shocked as her mother. Like all the female prisoners she had been raped repeatedly and now she found out that her mother had been working with her captors. She said nothing.
Next to her, William, looking equally miserable and angry, raised his hand. "I vote to banish her. She has to go."
John Gates also raised his hand. "You killed my mom and dad." He walked over and spat in the dirt in front of her. "You should die for that but if that's not what we are voting on then I say you go!"
More hands were raised one by one with the verdict coming down on the side of banishment. The anger of the group was such that she was ordered by Fred Trigg to leave immediately with nothing but the clothes on her back. Neil hopped up quick to point out that Shawn was under no such restriction as he was innocent and that if he voluntarily left he could reasonably take a weapon and food since he had brought such items when joining the group.
Fred argued that they didn't have much to begin with and allowing him to take a weapon would weaken the group. While he was talking, Jillybean grew so angry with him that she picked up a rock and imagined herself beaning him in the head with it.
We could hide in those bushes and chuck it, Ipes said, excited by the concept, And then zip around using the forest as cover and scootch up next to Captain Grey and act like we'd been there the whole time! It was a good plan in her view but it lacked a certain elegance to it. Then how about we throw some poo instead? Ipes suggested. Or how about we slip some inside his tent? Like in his sleeping bag.
This was more her style. "Or put some in his shoes! When he goes to put them on…Splooshy!"
Gross! Ipes exclaimed.
They were just getting deep into their planning when she looked up and saw Joseph begin to cry. She abruptly forgot all about the "poop-shoe caper" as Ipes had classified it and nearly went into the clearing to hold Joseph's hand because he really looked like he needed a handholding, but she held back, knowing that boys were very weird about tears sometimes.
Everyone stood as Shawn came off the Floating Island with a gun and a backpack. Michael hugged his brother and Jillybean saw Shawn whispered something in his ear. Michael then went to hug Joseph but oddly did not release his grip.
The ten-year-old squirmed and yelled: "Hey! Let me go!" Michael wouldn't. His parents came and kissed him good bye and bade him to listen to his uncle and be like a son to him. When they left the clearing, Joseph's tears were too much for Jillybean. She went and sat in the dirt next to him and absently drew circles with a little stick as the boy cried. She wanted to pat him on the hand only she guessed he wasn't ready yet and would get mad, so she simply stayed near, ready to give him a sad smile if he needed it.
During all this Amy Gates just sat there with her eyes glazed over. "Can I hold the baby?" she asked in a whisper. "I need to." Marybeth looked to Neil who nodded. The girl cried over Eve as Shawn and Clara walked off along the dusty trail. After the pair left, the clearing was silent for a long time.
"We should talk about what's going to happen next," the ex-prisoner, Big Bill said into the uncomfortable silence. Shrugs went all around until they got to Fred.
"You're all welcome to spend the night," he said. "After that we can discuss who will be able to join us."
"That's very generous of you," Captain Grey said, the sarcasm rich in his voice. He hadn't said much all evening, he only sat with his M4 in pieces before him, calmly cleaning and oiling it in the falling light. "Neil, Jillybean, and I are going to Colorado where I'm stationed. It's a good bunch of people out there, you'd all be welcome."
"But first we're going to visit the River King to get my daughter back," Neil said. Grey nodded as if the statement had been a given. "Has anyone heard of him?"
One of the ex-prisoners, a woman, raised her hand. She had a tic bouncing on her cheek and there were dark circles beneath her eyes. "He…he owns the Mississippi. That's what they say."
"Meaning what?" Grey asked in a soft growl. It was his way of trying to sound nice but Jillybean thought it made him sound even more scary, like he could take a bite out of a person and smile around the meat.
The woman wouldn't look up as she answered, "He owns the uh, the only way across the river. They say that he knocked down every bridge for a thousand miles so that his bridge would be the only one. He charges people to cross."
"And he buys girls?" Neil asked. The woman nodded.
Ipes didn't like the sound of that. You know you're a girl, he said to Jillybean. Maybe you should consider sitting this next one out. Jillybean kept her lips pressed tight since Joseph was right there otherwise she would have told the zebra that she wasn't ascared of the River King on account of the fact that she could swim.
"Then he's a businessman," Neil said. "He understands the sanctity of the handshake. Of course we will just have to talk him down in price. I say we leave first thing in the morning."
"I'd like to come as well," Michael said. "Me and my family. Probably all of us would like a change of scenery." He turned to Captain Grey, "Will you lead us?"
"Hold on now," Fred griped. "You are jumping in way too fast, Michael. You don't even know these people. They could be freaks. They could be leading us into a trap." Fred glanced over at Captain Grey and recoiled slightly from the black look the soldier was giving him. "I'm-I'm just saying we shouldn't make any decisions about leadership or anything for a few days. Not until we know them better."
"We leave in the morning one way or another," Grey said. In seconds he arranged the pieces of his M4 into a working weapon and pulled back the charging handle and then let the bolt snick home with an evil and conversation ending sound.
The group broke up and as people were gathering together in knots to figure out where they would sleep, Jillybean suddenly leaned in close to Joseph and hugged him. It was a quick squeeze only and then she was hurrying after Captain Grey, glancing over her shoulder to see what affect the hug had.
None it seemed. Joseph stood breathing from his slack-jawed mouth and blinking his puffy eyes. 
Jillybean! Ipes hissed. That was a boy in case you didn't notice.
"Hush," she scolded the zebra. "I know that was a boy. He was sad."
They went to Captain Grey's Humvee—he had liberated it from the bandits although, technically, it hadn't been part of the deal. Neil began working on getting a bottle ready for Eve.
"I can feed her," Amy Gates said. She didn't look ready to give up her hold on the baby any time soon, which was an improvement in her status. 
When Jillybean had wandered down into the women's prisoner section of the Piggly Wiggly, it was dark and smelled weird. She had moved slowly ready to bolt at the first hint of danger. There was little danger, however, from the sad creatures she found chained to the rows of beds. A few of the women, especially the younger and prettier ones like Amy, were catatonic and didn't seem to even see the little girl. The others looked at her in wonder. With all the shooting and screaming a seven-year-old coming to free them was the last thing they had expected.
"Is this a trick?" the first lady asked, eyeing Jillybean warily.
"Like a magic trick?" Jillybean replied in confusion. "No, I got the keys. There's no trick, but I always wonder how they work." She didn't get to figure out the mystery of locks and keys just then. Grey, as always hurried them along. He barked orders to the ex-prisoners and within minutes he had executed the terms of the deal and they had driven straight to the clearing.
"I'd like to feed her if you don't mind," Neil told Amy. His look suggested he feared for his daughter's safety with the slightly imbalanced girl. Amy's face drooped.
"Let her do it, Neil," Grey ordered. "You and I have some work to do before bed." The captain turned to Marybeth. "Mrs. Gates? Can you keep an eye on things here?" He lifted his chin indicating Jillybean and Amy.
"I don't need watching," Jillybean said. "Asides, what are you guys gonna do? Anything cool?"
"What we are going to do is none of your concern," Grey said sharply. "Listen to orders for a change and stay with the group." They walked away leaving her pouting. 
Amy hardly seemed to notice anything but Eve. "See how precious she is. You see little girl? See how precious."
"I'm not that little," Jillybean said. "And my name is Jillybean."
Amy's cheek twitched some more and she whispered, "Easter's on its way."
Is she drunk? Ipes asked. She thinks your name is jelly bean when you said Jillybean clear as day.
Jillybean shrugged. "Maybe she is." Without appearing obvious, she gave a glance to where Neil and Captain Grey were going. They were climbing into the Humvee! She turned back with a fake smile and said to Marybeth Gates, "I gotta go bathroom."
"Oh, sure. You should be safe if you don't go too far," Marybeth replied. Jillybean saw her tears and noted how she stroked her niece's hair and how her sad eyes looked for solace in the baby. Marybeth would never notice…
Notice what? Ipes asked, nervously. Where are you going? You just passed up a perfectly good bush to pee on. And there's another.
She wasn't listening. Her attention was on the Humvee and on the forest around it. She saw the path through the trees it would have to take and so she darted off to her right. With her monster clothes and her grey makeup she wasn't easy to spot and she made her way unseen to an intersection point and found a bush to crouch behind.
Do you know your panties are still on? Ipes asked. You're going to make a mess if you start to pee now.
"Zip it, Ipes, or else," she scolded him. 
Grey steered the Humvee through the trees without the use of his headlights and thus was moving very slowly, so slowly that it wasn't all that hard for Jillybean to dash out of her hiding spot and cling to the spare tire on the back. It was much harder to keep her grip. The tire was huge and it vibrated terribly as the vehicle bounced over logs and stuttered over humps and hillocks.
Ipes, who still hung from the string around her neck, cried, You're going to fall off. Do something. By that he meant: let go and go back with the rest of the group, and be a proper child and see if there were any cookies to be had. She had no intention of doing any of that. She stuck the toe of her sneaker into the deep treads of the spare and began to climb. In seconds she was "safe" sitting on the top of the Humvee.
You are gonna get in so much trouble, Ipes hissed. What would your mom say if she knew you were riding on top of this thing?
"Probably the same thing you would say," Jillybean answered. "Because you're a chicken just like…" She bit off her words a second before speaking the horrible truth—it was fear that had killed her mother, not starvation. This was something she had never said aloud.
The pair was quiet for the next few minutes. Jillybean sat with her feet on the spare tire and her skinny butt on the roof's edge. She knew her precarious perch bothered Ipes but she wanted to prove she wasn't afraid, both to him and to herself. Ironically, she acted bravely out of fear that if she ever stopped she would end up like her mother: so paralyzed by terror that she had been literally scared to death. 
 Ipes cleared his throat and said, Some fear is ok. It's healthy. Like when you drove that truck into the building. I could tell you were afraid. But no fear is just silly, like when you freed Captain Grey from the boat people.
"You couldn't be more wrong," she replied. "I was excited when I crashed the truck, not afraid. You were the one with all the fear. And about the boat…please!"
Please, what?
"I admit the roundy-roundy thing…"
The propeller?
"Yes, I admit the propeller made me anxious, that's what means only a little bit ascared because really, what else was there to be afraid of? Anyone who works that hard to hide is ascared of their own shadow. And asides I'm a kid. They didn't look like the kind of people that would hurt a kid."
Oh, boy, we're stopping, Ipes said in a whisper.
The Humvee came to a creeping stop in the same glade that Captain Grey had been kidnapped from the day before. Jillybean flattened herself out on the roof and perked her ears as the two men got out.
"I think we should wait until we rescue Sadie. She would want to say a proper goodbye," Neil said.
"Neil, no," Grey said in his soft growl. "Sarah is gone. What's left is just her body. It's not her. And there's the smell…"
"We can wrap her in more sheets," Neil said jumping in at Grey's pause.
"And there's disease. Neil, her body was simply on loan to us from the earth. We have to give it back. It's time."
They were going to bury Miss Sarah! The thought struck Jillybean hard and she had to hold back her tears. She failed. They leaked down her face and one little sniffle was all it took. Captain Grey stepped on the bumper and hoisted himself up to stare right into her face.
"What did I tell you?" he demanded, angrily.
"You said to stay with the group," she replied. "But you're my group."
"This is just like earlier!" he said, slapping his hand down on the roof in frustration. "I told you to stay with the damned truck and what did you do?"
"I stayed with the truck for-reals. You can ask Ipes. He'll tell you, I never left the truck except to get the sticks and they were right there. I mean I could have like stretched real far but I didn't think you would mind if I walked just a few feet away."
"You're being a pain," Grey said.
Neil pulled Grey down by the tail of his BDU shirt. "It's ok, Grey. Jillybean just wants to be a part of this. We probably should have asked her to come along."
Grey reached up with his hands out and Jillybean slid into his arms. "Weren't you the one who didn't want to do this in the first place?" Grey asked as he set her on the ground. "And now she's here you're ok with it?"
Instead of answering Neil shrugged with a tiny lift of his shoulders and then looked around at the dark forest encircling the glade. Next his eyes went to the partially dug grave. A clod of dirt sat on the rim and he crushed it under foot. He opened his mouth and then shut it again.
Do you think he heard the question? Ipes wondered.
Jillybean shushed the zebra which made Neil look at her or rather through her. His eyes seemed focused on something behind her. It was unnerving to the little girl who glanced back just in case there was something coming up on her. There wasn't anything there. "You ok, Mister Neil? Ipes says people with fits act like this sometimes. Fit is what means they get all shaky and weird, but only sometimes, because sometimes they look like you look. We saw a doctor show once and the patient would stand there and not move and…"
"I don't want to bury her because I'm afraid that I won't cry," Neil whispered. "I'm afraid that I'll have to fake it, because…because, she was my wife and a man has to cry when his wife dies, only I know I won't. I don't feel anything. Like I don't care. Like she was just someone…some stranger."
"Oh," Grey said, quietly. "That, uh, that makes sense."
"It doesn't make sense to me," Neil shot back.
I'm with Neil, Ipes said. Why wouldn't he cry? Miss Sarah was nice. Jillybean could only shrug.
Grey put a hand on Neil's shoulder and gave it a squeeze. "Grieving can be like that, Neil. There is no right way to grieve and no wrong way either. Trust me on this, the emotion will come and when it does you may wish it hadn't."
Neil only answered with a quiet: "Yeah."
The two men buried Sarah's body with few words and little fanfare and worst of all, in Jilly's opinion, no flowers. After a brief, sad prayer, Grey tamped down the dirt and started to leave.
"Hold on, please. We aren't done," Jillybean said. She went around the glade taking a single pink bloom from each of the flowering plants that bordered the clearing. "Flowers are important. Specially to girls." She put them in a pile on the fresh turned dirt and arranged them as nicely as she could. When she was done she stood and cleared her throat, imitating Neil before an important speech. 
"Dear Miss Sarah," she began as if reading a letter. "I'm sorry you died and I'm sorry the Believers were so mean to you. You were very pretty and nice and we really liked it when you fixed Ipes' neck. He says he likes you too and also he says thank you, too. Ummm…" She began rocking up on her toes and down on her heels as she struggled to find the right words. "Also I love you and so does Mister Neil and also Sadie. Sadie got captured so she can't be here but she loves you for-reals. And I know you loved me for-reals, too, though you pretended like you didn't. But I know you did because you saved me and that's what means love."
Again she paused, this time because she could feel tears start to swell in her eyes. She couldn't think of Sarah stepping between her and the bounty hunter's gun without feeling the tears come. She blinked them away, thinking that it would be rude to cry in front of Neil. In her mind it would be like showing off. After a deep breath, she finished, "Anyway, be good in heaven and don't be sad because we are all going to be ok. Love you, bye."
"That was good," Captain Grey told her. "What did you think, Neil?"
"I'm sure Sarah liked it," Neil said with a grin. The twerked upturned lips was a terrible lie; the grin was fake. Even Jillybean could see the misery behind it. "Come on, we should go," he said and started away.
Captain Grey put out a hand as though he was going to grab Neil by the collar and pull him back, instead after only a slight hesitation, he just patted him on the shoulder and walked him back to the Humvee. Jillybean carried the entrenching tool and spent the ride back figuring out how to re-fold it.
"Here you go," she said to Captain Grey handing it to him when they got back to the Floating Island. "It was easy. You gotta turn that thingy and then fold it at the top and then the bottom."
"Is that right?" he asked sarcastically, as Neil went to get Eve.
"Yeah. Here let me show you." She started to unfold it, but he stopped her.
"Maybe in the morning. Right now I just need sleep."
They left Lewis Smith Lake in the morning, all of them. Both the ex-prisoners and the group from the Floating Island wanted to get as far away as possible from the raiders. As well, everyone liked the sound of Grey's description of the fortified camp in the Colorado Rockies. The one thing they didn't like was the idea of going anywhere near the River King.
"You may take any route you wish to Colorado," Neil told the group. "But I'm crossing the Mississippi in Cape Girardeau. The River King has my daughter and I'm getting her back."
 



Chapter 19
Deanna Russell
Sothern Illinois
Three zombies were converging in front of her while a fourth was charging from behind. To make matters worse, on either side was an obstacle course of overturned and broken pews. Deanna was slim and well formed, but wasn't in shape athletically and probably couldn't run a hundred yard dash without going dizzy.
Still she opted for the obstacle course; anything to keep out of reach of those diseased claws and those flesh-rending teeth.
She jumped over the first pew, tripped over the second and scrambled over a third, certain that she was only seconds from being eaten. With a scream building in her throat, she looked back. What she saw amazed her. She had looked like an idiot trying to get over the pews, and yet the zombies were even worse than her; they were so uncoordinated that her panic left completely. She saw she could almost walk away from them at this point.
Instead she went down a row until she was close to one of the zombies. It had fallen between the pews and was having trouble righting itself in the cramped space. She tugged out her black pistol and shot it from four feet away. Despite being so close, she still almost missed; the bullet had just caught the top of thing's forehead.
She climbed over two more pews to take a new position in front of another of the bumbling zombies. With this shot she took her time, aiming down the sight and holding the gun with two hands. The result was a hole smack dab in the middle of its forehead. 
"That's what I'm talking about!" she exulted. She was just about to shoot another of them when she remembered the shotgun. It was a powerful weapon but only if she knew how to use it correctly. Deanna skirted the zombies and hurried around the mess of pews to where the gun sat on the floor. 
Thinking she had to reload it through the side port, she pulled back on the stubby handle and was amazed to see a shell pop out. It was a new one. "It's an automatic," she said in awe. "I never knew they had these." Her ignorance far outweighed her knowledge; the weapon was technically a semi-automatic, meaning she would have to pull the trigger with every shot.
Still, she was happy. Her fear forgotten, she chambered two rounds and went to kill the remaining zombies who had managed to trap themselves in the heap of jumbled wood. This time she braced herself properly and although the gun bashed her in the shoulder twice, she managed to kill both zombies.
"I did it," she whispered, amazed that she had been able to fight off four zombies at once.
With a grin on her face she went straight away to tell the others. "The coast is clear. They're all dead," she told them. Absently she massaged her right shoulder which was noted by a few of the women.
"Did they scratch or bite you?" Joslyn asked, giving a look to Deanna's shoulder.
"No, but it was a close call. Come on. We shouldn't stand around…"
"Show us first," Joslyn demanded. "Let's see your shoulder."
Deanna unbuttoned her camouflaged BDU blouse and showed off her porcelain skin—it was unblemished. "You see? Nothing. Come on. We can't stay out here and I need help moving the bodies."
"How many were there?" Jackie asked. Though the sun was three fingers over the horizon, she still had her flashlight in her hands. It seemed to be part talisman and part reminder to everyone what her contribution to the group was.
"Only four," Deanna answered, feeling a strange sensation come over her. It swelled in her chest and made her want to smile. It was pride, something she hadn't felt in nine months. "This time I'm not going to clean them up all by myself. In fact I'm not touching any of them. New rule: if you kill a zombie you don't have to move it."
"Well, I'm not doing it," Joslyn declared, baldly.
"Why not?" Veronica asked. "What makes you so special?"
Joslyn looked around at the others trying to find allies. When no one jumped to her defense, she said, "Because…because since when does Deanna make the rules around here? If we had voted on it, then maybe, but I'm not going to take orders from her. Not only did she try to kill me, but she's also a thief. Do those boots look familiar to anyone? Those used to be Bessy's. Deanna robbed a corpse!"
Everyone turned to stare at Deanna's feet. Dee glared at Joslyn, saying, "I needed shoes. So what?"
"So what?" Joslyn asked. "What do you mean? You stole from the dead! That's the grossest thing I ever heard."
With all the judging eyes on her Deanna's new-found pride shriveled. What replaced it was shame and the sense that her worth to the universe was nonexistent; pretty much just how she had felt every day she'd lived as a whore. A part of her wanted to slink away and hide her face; another part grew angry.
"Yes, I took her shoes, and before any of you judge, look around. Look at what's left of the world. It's one great big graveyard and everything in it used to belong to someone else. So those of you who have the nerve to judge me don't touch any of it! Go back to your old homes where your stuff is and die there."
She spun on her heel and stalked off to the church, deciding right then she would take the best spot to sleep and, if there were any robes, she would take however many she needed to make a bed for herself. She was exhausted and the idea of sharing with these women was literally nauseating. 
Morning sickness hit her right at the double door and she put her hand out to steady herself. "Settle down, Emily," she said rubbing her stomach. After a few breaths the need to hurl faded and she went to the back area where she had discovered the zombies. There was a short hall and four rooms. One, an office, was cleaner than the rest and had a couch. In the closet she found priestly robes. With these she made her bed on the couch and after writing a note and sticking it on the door that read: Dee's Room. Do not Disturb, she lay down and went right to sleep.
Her body and mind needed the rest badly and she didn't budge for seven hours. She would've slept longer only Melanie tapped on her door at half past one in the afternoon. "It's Mindy. She's asking for you."
A sudden bolt of guilt ran through Deanna. She had completely forgotten about Mindy. It wasn't as though she was skilled in medicine however she could've helped with bringing her in at least.
"Is she ok?" Deanna asked as she hopped up. Like a veteran, she armed herself without even thinking; the pistol went in her cargo pocket where it thumped heavily and the shotgun went over her shoulder.
"I don't think so," Melanie said. "She's really weak and her arm keeps bleeding like crazy. Kay thinks that her artery got hit by the bullet."
"What's that mean? She'll get better, right?"
Melanie replied with a shrug and led the way back to the leader of the group. There was a fire built up in the main room near one wall. A stain glass window had been broken above it to allow the smoke to run outside. Around the fire in a semi-circle were sleeping women, while Mindy was off by herself; she looked dreadful. She was listless and as white as the robe she was wrapped in.
Deanna went to her alone and knelt. "How are you doing?" she asked her.
"Not good. I need a doctor soon or…" she trailed off with a sigh.
"You're going to be fine," Deanna said, taking her hands. Strangely, her right was warm, her left was like ice.
Mindy shook her head vaguely. "Let's not talk about that. Joslyn told me that you're a real bitch. She thinks you're a know-it-all. And Melanie is afraid of you. She says you've changed."
This was the last thing Deanna had expected to hear from Mindy. "Maybe I haven't changed," Deanna said, thoughtfully. "Or maybe I'm just changing back to who I was before."
"I hope so. We don't need the mousy Deanna who always let everyone walk all over her. No…no, don't get mad. Someone needs to step up. Someone needs to lead."
"We have you to lead us," Deanna said quickly. Everyone knew that Deanna wasn't cut out to be a leader; she was a follower and had been since she could remember.
"Maybe," Mindy said. "Maybe, for a little while, but after I'm gone someone has to step up."
"It can't be me. None of them like me. They won't listen to me."
"They'll listen if what you believe is the right thing. Just tell them what to do. They're used to obeying. They've been conditioned to obey without question." Mindy took a long breath and added, "Now go be the leader. I need to sleep."
She closed her eyes and was asleep seconds later. Deanna watched her for some time hoping she wouldn't die. When her breath remained steady, Deanna went back to Melanie.
"What did she want?" Melanie asked.
"She wants me to be the leader of the group until she gets better, which won't happen unless we can find a doctor or at least get some medicine in her. Do we have any drugs?"
"I don't know. Everything is still in the truck."
Deanna frowned, wondering what, if anything had been done while she had been asleep. "What about the food and water?" she asked. Melanie's look suggested they hadn't brought anything in. Deanna sighed, "I guess everyone was as tired as I was. I'm going to check the truck."
Deanna left the church in a crouch. Even though the afternoon was dark, with heavy clouds hanging low, she felt exposed out there all alone. If a zombie was nearby it would see her quick as quick. This reminded her that she hadn't bothered to reload her weapons. She went down to one knee and topped off the loads.
"Gotta check our ammo status," she said to herself, making a mental note. There was also food she had to inventory and a water source to find. They would have to bolster the defenses of the church or find a better place that was more secure. Then there was the fuel issue; they were practically out which meant they were basically trapped in whatever little town they were in.
Her mind dwelled on all of this as she went out to the truck and climbed in. She was about to begin counting the food when she glanced back at the church and saw that the fire from inside was billowing dark smoke out of the broken window. It was piling up into the sky, joining the low clouds. If the Colonel had men looking for them it would be a dead giveaway.
Forgetting the food, momentarily she hurried back inside and was about to try to fix the fire herself when she changed her mind. She clapped her hands three times as loud as she could. "I need everyone awake! Come on, wake up. I need your attention."
"What do you want?" Joslyn asked. "We need our sleep. The escape was tough on all of us." The other women agreed and scowled at Deanna.
"It was very tough," Deanna agreed, "But we have work to do. We can sleep when we're done. Kay, can you find us some paper?"
"What's the paper for?" Veronica asked with suspicion.
"Work lists. You know things we should do right away. The fire is putting out too much smoke and the doors should be barricaded…"
Joslyn interrupted, "All that can wait. We need our rest."
Deanna glanced over at Mindy, saw she was still asleep, and blew out angrily, knowing Joslyn was going to be a pain. "Look, Mindy wanted me to be in charge until she got better. I don't want to do it, but she chose me, so…"
"So you expect us to listen to you?" Joslyn asked, incredulously. 
"Mindy did ask to talk to her," Melanie said. "She didn't ask to talk to you, Jos."
Joslyn shrugged her shoulders. "So? We accepted Bessy as our leader. She was the one with all the ideas. Mindy was basically just her assistant, and right now she's not in a position to make any important decisions. We should vote on whatever we need to get done. There's not that many of us. It should be simple enough."
The women all nodded at this logic. Even Deanna had to agree. "I'd prefer that," she said. "I wasn't looking forward to trying to boss anyone around."
"Well you don't have to worry about that," Joslyn said. "I think the first vote we should have is to postpone all the other votes until we've gotten some proper rest. All in favor, raise your hands."
Everyone raised a hand except Deanna. "Hold on," she said. "There are important things we have to get done. There's the fire and the truck can't just sit out there…"
"You don't listen, do you?" Joslyn snapped. "We voted to postpone any more votes until after we've rested. It's a done deal. If you want anything done on your precious lists then you do them yourself and don't bother anyone else."
"But…"
"There is no but!" Joslyn screeched. "You either listen to the rules that you just agreed to or you get out."
Deanna could feel her anger build and she had to refrain from unslinging her shotgun Instead she just patted the weapon and said, "How 'bout you go fuck yourself, Jos."
Whispers accompanied this; the women seemed eager for a cat-fight. They were disappointed when Veronica stepped between the two. "Are you going to do this every time we have a vote and it doesn't go your way?" Veronica asked Deanna. "Because that will get old real quick. Just saying."
Deanna shook her head. "You won't have to worry about that, because I'm leaving, like Jos suggested. Good luck."
She started for the door and Joslyn yelled out, "You're not leaving with those guns."
"Says who?" Deanna asked, with a nasty smile on her lips. "Not you, Jos, because you aren't the leader and you don't make the rules. And you can't vote on it because you said no more voting until everyone gets their rest. Sorry, I'm keeping the guns…unless of course you want to break the rules you just voted for. But that would make you a hypocrite and I'm gonna tell you something, bitch, I'm done listening to hypocrites. I had enough of that on The Island."
"What do we do?" Jackie asked the group as Deanna kept going. "She's leaving. We probably shouldn't let her go."
"Try to stop me, Jackie," Deanna said over her shoulder.
Jackie didn't, nor did anyone. Deanna left the church and went straight for the five-ton truck that was sitting smack dab in the middle of the parking lot like an advertisement for stupidity. She climbed into the back, stuffed her pockets with all the food she could carry, grabbed a gallon jug of water, and hopped down again as fast as she could. Guns were one thing, the women were afraid of them, but they would probably try to stop her if they knew she was taking food.
Loaded down as she was, she didn't get far from the church, making it only about a block away before her arms grew tired. She ducked into a tall, old house that afforded her a good view all around. Cautiously, she went in with the shotgun pointing the way. She was hyped up and ready to blast the first zombie she saw, but hoped it wouldn't be necessary. She was low on ammo: fifteen shells for the shotgun and nine bullets for the pistol. They had to be for emergency only.
Luckily the house was empty. She went to the kitchen table and piled her nine cans of food on the table and plunked down the water jug. Although she was hungry the cans of food didn't appeal to her, they made her stomach go squirrely. 
"Stop it, Emily. We have to eat something." She lined the cans up: three of tuna, two of pinto beans, two of Spaghetti O's, one of chicken soup and one of tomato paste. Nothing looked the least bit appetizing to her and so she settled on a can of tuna because she could eat it in one setting and not have to worry about leftovers.
The kitchen, though barren of food, possessed a can opener and shortly she had the tuna open. After wiping off a dusty fork she took a bite. Almost immediately it wanted to come back up again. "It'll be ok," she whispered, pacing back and forth and breathing deeply. "Just some morning sickness in the middle of the afternoon. Perfectly normal."
It took ten minutes for her stomach to settle, but then she found she couldn't be in the same room as the open can with its strong smell of fish. She decided to search the house for some Pepto-Bismol, finding some in an upper floor bathroom. She poured out the recommended dose into a med cup and drank it down—and again her stomach rebelled.
"That's not supposed to happen. It's supposed to make me feel better." The nausea abated quicker than it had with the tuna. She took that as a good sign and went to try another bite of fish. "Oh, jeeze, oh jeeze," she whispered as the tuna made an attempt to come back up.
Deanna held it down because she had to. Emily would die if she didn't eat enough. With that thought as an inspiration she ate the can of tuna, though it took her an hour to do so. She then poked around the house for a bit, finding a dark blue backpack to haul the food in. Along with the food she stuffed the backpack with the can opener, a sharp kitchen knife, a fork and spoon, a small pan, a roll of paper towels that she would use as toilet paper, the Pepto, and a set of clothes she found: jeans and a long sleeve shirt. They were big on her but were better than nothing.
Next, she searched the house for a sleeping bag: the basement was pitch black and, since she had no way to make a fire, it went unsearched. The upstairs rooms were empty of anything useful. The garage was a treasure trove: fishing poles, a tackle box, an axe, tools of all sorts…she turned her back on all of it because none of it was immediately useful—her mind was still not what it once was. 
Deanna expanded her search next door and found what she was looking for: a musty smelling sleeping bag. With it tucked under her arm she opened the front door of the house and nearly walked right out into the open where a dozen zombies were moseying across the street on a diagonal. She shrunk back inside and watched them through the dirty glass until they disappeared somewhere on her side of the street. She went from window to window, but the zombies weren't anywhere to be seen.
It was unnerving. There was always a possibility that they could be just around the corner out of sight.
"It's not that far," she said, eyeing the tall house where all her food was sitting on the kitchen table. "I just have to be careful."
For her, careful meant slinking so low that she was practically crawling. The zombies were not on the street, she found them in the backyard pulling up flowers and leafy plants and stuffing them into their mouths. Amazed and horrified, she watched them feed until their teeth and fingers were green.
She knew she couldn't stay there crouched against the side of the garage so, when she thought they had all turned away, she darted across to the first house and locked the door behind her. Taking her backpack she sped to the top floor and shut herself in a bedroom. Once she barricaded the door with a dresser she leaned back against it listening for any signs that the zombies were after her. 
Minutes passed with her leaning her ear against the door and just when she was starting to relax, she heard the distant rumble of diesel engines. "Shit!" she hissed, rushing to a north facing window, squinting her eyes to make out any movement. Just at the range of her vision she saw three vehicles moving in a line, heading down the same road the women had used earlier that morning. They were kicking up dust behind them which she assumed meant they were going fast. Forgetting the backpack and the sleeping bag, Deanna shoved the dresser aside, grabbed her shotgun and pelted down three flights of stairs and, after the barest pause where she looked up and down the street for zombies, she raced for the church.
Her early assessment that her physical prowess didn't amount to much, proved true. Winded and dizzy she stumbled into the church and yelled, "They're coming! Put out that fire quick!"
"Who's coming?" Melanie asked. No one else budged.
"Soldiers," Deanna gasped in one sharp breath. "You can see the smoke from our fire from far away."
Melanie, Veronica and a few others got up and stared at the fire. "How do we…do we use water?"
"Hold on," Joslyn said. "She might be lying. This might be her way of taking control."
"Don't listen to her!" Deanna cried. "They are coming. I saw them. Now, smother that fire, damn it. Lisa and Jackie, help me barricade the door." The urgency in her voice acted on the women. A dozen of them began hefting pews toward the double doors in the lobby while most of the others tried to extinguish the fire. They succeeded but in the process of smothering it they sent even greater clouds of smoke up through the broken window.
The sight made Deanna's heart hammer. "Try to cover the window with something, maybe those robes. And…and…I need a lookout. Jos, you're the smallest. Go up to the belfry and yell if you see anything."
Joslyn began hurrying to the front where stairs led up to the balcony and then up to the belfry. She turned and, walking backwards, said, "If this is some sort of trick…"
Deanna dismissed her with a wave of her hand. "Just go! The rest of you I need more pews blocking the front."
"What about the back door?" Melanie asked. "Shouldn't we block that one, too?"
"Yeah, use the pews to block that too. There are more than enough…"
Joslyn's sudden scream interrupted her. "They're coming!" She came sprinting down the stairs and cried, "I saw them. They're on the road right outside!"
"Can we make it to the truck in time?" Veronica asked. Joslyn began to nod, however the roar of speeding Humvees suggested otherwise. Veronica turned to Deanna and asked, "What do we do?"
"We go out the back," she said after a second of hesitation. The women started to race for the back door, all except Kay and Melanie who had stooped to take hold of Mindy's arms and legs. "Leave her," Deanna told them. "You'll never make it carting her around like that."
Deanna figured she would be in for another argument from the two, however relief flooded their faces and they laid Mindy down as quick as they could without simply dropping her. Then the three of them sprinted for the rear door only to be stopped by sudden screaming from the other women.
Veronica came racing back. "We're trapped!"
A gun began firing from outside and then more screams split the dark afternoon and then came the rush of feet as the women raced back the way they had come.
They cried over and over, "We're trapped!"
"What do we do?" Joslyn asked, and it was a second before Deanna realized she was talking to her.
"We only have two choices: surrender or fight," She told them.
"But they'll hang us if we surrender," Joslyn said in misery.
"Then I say we fight," Deanna said.



Chapter 20
Deanna Russell
Southern Illinois
Fighting was such a horrendously bad option that only the guarantee of being hung over a river filled with zombies made it seem at all palatable. For weaponry, they had all of four guns and, if that wasn't bad enough, they only had thirty-nine bullets between them. Deanna looked over the women she had to work with for the coming battle—every last one of them stood cowering, even the women who were armed. 
"Connie, cover the front doors. Only shoot if you have to. Everyone else, get up to the balcony and don't forget Mindy. Yvette, you can cover us from up there." Deanna had only just finished speaking when there came a crash from the back of the church as the rear door was kicked inwards. "Get up there, quick!" Deanna ordered. 
The women sprinted for the supposed safety of the balcony as Deanna peeked around the corner and stared down the hall. Three men were moving forward, their weapons up to their shoulders, their steps light and easy.
"Searching," one of them said as they came to the first of the four offices. All three stopped. Two focused on the door while the third kept his weapon trained down the hall. The church was dark: inside a pall of smoke hung like a mist while outside a thunderstorm threatened to break loose at any second; this allowed Deanna to remain unseen. She watched from the shadows as one man kicked in the office door while the other covered him.
"Clear," the man said after a quick search of the room. The soldier who had been pointing his gun down the hall in her direction turned to say something, giving Deanna a full second and a half to bring her shotgun around to shoot. Fear stopped her. She saw the opportunity, but she hesitated as her hands suddenly went slick with sweat and her heart began to bound. She knew it was the perfect time to shoot, only she couldn't seem to budge her muscles into action.
Then the moment passed and the three men went to the next closest door. The situation repeated itself except this time the man didn't look away. It was just as well since Deanna was now beginning to tremble and hyperventilate. The air rushed in and out of her so loudly that she thought the soldiers had to have heard her breathing. 
They went to the third door and the soldier pointing the gun her way again turned. Her breathing stopped as again she saw an opportunity. All she had to do was swing around the corner and shoot…but just as before she hesitated, this time out of fear that her shotgun was on safe. If it was then she would be exposing herself for nothing. Again her moment passed as the man swung back to stare down the hall. While one of the men searched the office, Deanna looked down at the shotgun and her hyperventilating picked up again; the shotgun had been on safe after all. She clicked it over to fire with hands that shook.
When she looked back up the men were very close, maybe fifteen feet away. She knew she would have to shoot now or run back to the balcony, only her body seemed locked in place by fear, unable to kill or run. It could only quiver in a growing terror.
Suddenly, from the other end of the church Connie shot her AR-15: bam…bam…bam! The shots echoed in the building and sounded like someone hammering on metal as hard as they could.
Deanna's first thought was: Don't waste ammo! She didn't have time for a second thought. Her body unexpectedly came alive as if her mental orders from a minute before were on a time delay. She sprang out from around the corner and fired her shotgun all in one move. The soldier in front fell backwards but not before firing his own gun. Bullets whizzed by so close that she felt the air shudder. Her body spasmed in reaction and her finger jerked back on the trigger a second time. Her first shot had barely registered on her ears, but the second sounded like a bomb had gone off and, a fraction of a second later, someone yelled.
Then she was running for her life. She dashed through the church at a full sprint. Ahead of her, Connie was crouched down by the stairs, aiming her AR toward the lobby. 
"Go!" Deanna cried. "Get upstairs."
Just then, something caught Deanna's eye. Above, on the balcony, arms were outstretched and pointing back the way she had come. She didn't need the warning screams that erupted a second later. Instinctively, she dove to the ground and rolled as once more the whip-crack of bullets split the air just above her. She began crawling on her stomach through the pews, desperately trying to keep her butt down fearing it was presenting a huge target. Bullets splintered the wood around her for a few seconds but then there came a shot from a different direction: from above.
Yvette peeked over the balcony and took one wild shot at the soldiers at the other end of the church. Immediately, they returned fire and the balcony was riddled with bullets. Deanna didn't look up to see what was happening, she kept crawling until she ran out of room to crawl. At the last pew she found a stretch of open floor ten feet in length between her and the stairs. Beyond the stairs was the front door with its useless pew barricades and even as she watched, men on the other side were shifting them away to make a path.
Deanna had been dragging the shotgun by its strap, now she pulled it up to her shoulder and waited for an opening to shoot through. One came seconds later. With a grunt, a soldier she knew all too well turned aside one of the stacked pews. It was Sergeant Robinski the man who had raped her, and bullied her, and demeaned her, and had slapped the shit out of her only the night before. He had made himself a path to cross through and Deanna saw that a path big enough to walk through was one certainly big enough to shoot through.
The trigger seemed to pull itself with an eagerness that bordered on ecstasy. This time Deanna didn't feel the recoil or hear the ear shattering explosion of the shotgun. The only thing she experienced was the joy of seeing Robinski, blood erupting from his head, fly backwards.
Then she felt an utter calm where her mind was as free and open as a child's. She could smell the strangely curious odor guns made when they were fired, and she could hear people shooting and feel the floor vibrate. She knew the shotgun was empty and knew that if she didn't jump up in the next second, a soldier would fire through the pew opening and most certainly hit her.
She also knew she and the other women were all doomed, but that didn't seem to matter because she knew the utter perfection of a vengeance she had never in a million years had expected to exact. It gave her the most euphoric sensation. She practically floated up to her feet and was in a full sprint in two strides. Splinters of wood struck her face as bullets tore up the wall inches from her head. She should've been afraid but she wasn't in the least.
A second later she was at the stairs; they were steep and narrow. At a meager little landing they turned a sharp corner to the next flight up. "Is everyone ok?" she asked when she got to the balcony. Twenty one women were cowering on the floor as far from the balcony rail as they could get.
"Get down," Veronica hissed. "They can get you."
Deanna dropped to one knee and began to reload the shotgun. "I got at least two of them," she said with a smile on her lips. "One was Robinski! He was right in the front door pulling back a pew and I just went into this zone and blew his face right off. It was great!"
"What a fantastic fucking story," Joslyn said, sarcastically. "Killing one of them won't do us much good. We have to kill all of them and that's impossible."
"Then give up," Deanna said. She turned her back on Joslyn and crouched against the wall next to the stairs. There were words being hissed back and forth in the foyer below. Deanna decided to lie down to make herself less of a target; she shouldered the shotgun, pointing it down the stairs and tried to be patient. It was difficult with the women behind her, bitching back and forth about whose fault all of this was.
The blame mostly fell on Joslyn, which was surprising. "You wouldn't let Dee put out the fire when she wanted to," Kay accused. "They saw the smoke from miles away!"
"And you wouldn't let her move the truck," Melanie said. "That was on her list." The other women all agreed.
This had Deanna chuckling. She sobered quickly when she heard the first stair squeak below her. Someone…some soldier was coming up. Whoever it was on the stairs was big. He was trying to be sneaky but failing, his tread was just too pronounced. Too bad for you, Deanna thought maliciously as she started to gently pull back on the trigger.
It was her hope that he would come around the corner slow and stupid, however he didn't show himself at all; only his gun showed. He stuck his AR-15 around the corner and began firing without looking. Deanna squinched her face into a grimace, hunched her shoulders and dropped her chin down as bullets cut up the stair right in front of her. The man had misjudged the angle.
He pulled back his gun back and waited for a full three seconds before darting his head around the corner to see what effect his shooting had. Before Deanna could pull the shotgun's trigger, he leaned back again. A moment later the gun showed itself once more, but this time Deanna fired first. Blazing hot pellets from the shotgun's shell tore down the length of the AR and ripped into the man's wrist.
"Fuck!" he raged, pulling his hand back. "Fuck, fuck, fuck!"
"Serves you right, asshole!" Deanna yelled. "Who's next? I got me a whole mess of bullets."
"Fuck you, bitch!"
Deanna snorted, "Good comeback. Very witty." As she was speaking she reached into her pocket for another shell and slipped it into the loading port. She then pulled out the pistol from her pocket, checked that the safety was off and set it to the side.
Below her there was a scuffling as the injured man stumbled down the stairs. All the women could hear him go outside where his cursing grew louder. "Who's my next victim?" Deanna asked. "Give me a name so I can make this personal, because I owe all you raping shitbags!"
Another foot on the stair, this one more sly in sound than the first. "This is Major Grant, who am I talking to?" Grant said from just around the corner of the stairs.
Deanna knew the name well enough, though she had never been assaulted by him. He was considered relatively benign compared to most and yet he wasn't free from sin either. He went through women every other month or so, sending his castoffs to be knowingly brutalized by the platoons. Rachel, the first person Deanna had killed in the back of the truck, had been his last "girl friend."
"This is Rachel, Major," Deanna said. "You don't recognize my voice?"
He chuckled. "You're not Rachel. Maybe I should talk to her, she's much more reasonable."
"I wish you could but your men shot her to death. She's out in a ditch somewhere on the side of the road."
"Oh, that's too bad. You know, I am truly sorry that she died, but do you actually expect any sympathy from me? Two men were murdered when you escaped. Why didn't you just ask to leave? You know you could have gone at any time."
Deanna snorted angry laughter. "Right. Sure, that would have happened. We both know the truth; we would have been forced to leave empty-handed and naked."
"Is that truly any worse than the predicament you find yourself in now?" he asked. 
Deanna hadn't thought of that. "Yeah I would say it was worse. At least now we have guns to defend ourselves. I'd rather…wait. Are you stalling?"
"No, not stalling. I'm trying to get a feel for who I'm dealing with. Unfortunately you don't seem reasonable, which might rule out negotiations. I hope that's not the case."
"Does he want to talk?" Joslyn asked from the group of cowering women. "Is that all?"
Deanna waved her hand at her to shut up and said to Grant, "I'm willing to hear how you plan on leaving us in peace. Other than that you'll just be wasting your breath."
"That's too bad for you," Grant replied, with faux sadness. "You ever see what a hand grenade does to a person?"
"No," Deanna said. She meant for the word to come out strong but her body shivered as gory images raced through her head and the word was only a whisper.
"It's not pretty. It'll turn your insides to jelly and your outsides will be shredded beyond recognition. I've seen a man with his skin turned inside out because of a grenade. Grossest thing I ever saw. That's what's going to happen to you if you don't lay down your weapons and come out peacefully. All we want are the leaders of the group, everyone else will be free to go."
The women behind her began to whisper. Deanna was disappointed to hear hope in their voices. "You hear that, Dee?" Veronica said. "They just want Mindy."
"She's practically dead anyway," Kay remarked.
"He's lying," Deanna said. "You think the Colonel will settle for one half-dead girl after all of this?"
"Don't listen to her," Major Grant said, raising his voice. "We just want the leaders. I promise that we'll let the rest of you go."
"You see?" Joslyn asked. "We don't need to fight. No one else needs to die."
Deanna didn't want to die, she wanted to walk out of that church, knowing she was free from pursuit and prosecution. With all her soul and the soul of the baby inside her she wanted to believe Grant, however the major's words seemed so….so impossible. Everyone knew the Colonel was blood thirsty and never let a slight go unchallenged.
"Let me see the grenade," Deanna said, suddenly. After thinking about it, the idea of getting blown up by a grenade didn't really bother her. If she was going to die it seemed like a quick death at least. At the same time, if the soldiers did have grenades the fight would be over so quick that it would be foolish to bother resisting, especially if there was even the slightest chance they could go free. The grenade would make her mind up for her.
"Trust me," Major Grant said. "I've got all the grenades I need to blow up this whole church."
"Then show me one," Deanna shot back. 
"Dee, stop it!" Joslyn hissed. "Just put down the gun so we can get out of this alive."
The other women were all in agreement and Deanna wavered in her mind, but then Yvette Harden who'd held onto an AR-15 since the night before slid it over so that it rested next to Mindy. It was such a cowardly move that it goaded Deanna into saying, "Let me see a grenade first, Major Grant. Then we'll give up."
"You're being unreasonable," Grant replied. "It sounds like your friends want to do the right thing and you're stopping them."
"Let me see a grenade and I'll give up," Deanna repeated. 
Grant lifted his voice, "Ladies, she's standing in the way of your freedom. You can't let her do that. We can end this peacefully or we can do it the hard way. It's up to you."
"No it's up to you, Grant. Show me a grenade. You said you had plenty of…"
Veronica interrupted her, "Dee, what's your problem? We can get out of this, just put down your gun."
Deanna shook her head. "No, I don't think we can get out of this. He's lying about having grenades, which means he's just trying to scare us into giving up."
The women looked uncertain while Grant chuckled. "Deanna, Deanna, Deanna…Who would have thought that a dumb as shit, fuck toy like you could have seen through me so easily. No, I don't have any grenades, but it doesn't really matter, I have enough firepower to kill you and all your friends. You should do the only reasonable thing and give up."
"Maybe we should," Joslyn said. "I didn't kill anyone and I didn't know Bessy and Mindy were going to. They just said escape." Kay, Jackie, and Yvette agreed. The rest only looked around hoping someone would say something that would make it all better. Deanna wasn't that person. She knew she had to fight; she had already killed or wounded two or three of…a thought struck her.
"We're not giving up," she said. "If you've got so much firepower why haven't you used it? I think it's because you're not in all that good of a position. How many men do you have, Major? You only came with three Humvees so I bet you don't even have twelve guys, probably less than that, and I killed at least two of them and wounded another. That's why you're doing all this talking. You know we can hold out up here all week if we need to."
"I was just trying to save lives," Grant said.
"The lives of your men, maybe," Deanna shot back. "I think we're done talking."
"So be it."
The major went back down the stairs and there was more whispering as the soldiers planned their next assault. Deanna looked back at the other women, appraising them and finding them wanting. "All of you who want to take the chance at getting strung up by the neck, now's the time to leave. Go see how forgiving and merciful the Colonel is." Deanna paused to see if anyone would budge, but none did.
"Then we fight," she said. "Connie, come up behind me. If something happens to me, you gotta step up. We can hold them off for a long time, just be careful with how much ammo you use. Someone else get behind her."
Deanna wiped the sweat from her forehead and sighted down the shotgun waiting for the smallest movement. It was a long wait and, when the soldiers struck, it was from a direction she wasn't expecting. There was a flash of light in her periphery and screams from the women; Deanna didn't flinch. She stared down the length of her dun colored weapon guessing that what was happening behind her was just a distraction. 
A hand came down on her shoulder. It was Connie, shaking her in a panic. "Dee, they set fire to the church! What are we going to do?"
She turned to see that one wall of the church was in flames, the fire was clawing its way up. From below them harsh black smoke came billowing up. "Watch the stairs," Deanna ordered. She went to the balcony and saw a soldier splashing fuel on the pews. Her shock at seeing what was happening was so great that she was slow to realize how exposed she was.
Joslyn pulled her down just as a rifle bullet zinged by. "We have to give up!" the smaller woman yelled in Deanna's face. "Let us give up, please."
Deanna shouted back, "No!" She hopped up and fired her shotgun, missing the soldier. He ducked away all the same and the fire began to peter out.
"Fuck this," Joslyn said. "I'm not going to be burned alive. I'm getting out of here." She made it to her feet only to have Deanna tackle her.
"We can't. Not yet," Deanna told the struggling woman. "We need to see what they're planning…no, Yvette stop!"
Yvette had leapt up and was down the stairs before Deanna could do anything about it. Seconds later there was a single gunshot.
Kay crawled to the stairs and screamed, "Yvette! Yvette!"
"What just happened?" Jackie asked. She looked stunned, as if unable to comprehend the bestial nature of human beings; most of the women wore the same look.
Beneath Deanna, Joslyn had stopped struggling. "They want to kill us," she said with sudden realization. "What do we do? We can't fight our way out and we can't stay or we'll burn alive."
"It won't be so bad," Veronica said as if in the middle of a dream. "My brother was a firefighter and he always said people rarely died from the actual fire. It was the smoke that got 'em. First it knocked them out and then they died in their sleep from lack of oxygen."
Deanna crawled off Joslyn and went to the edge of the balcony and popped her head up for a split second. Just as she dropped back down someone hiding behind the altar on the other side of the church took a shot at her, missing high.
"The fire's not really going yet," she said. "If we can stop them from making it worse, we can buy ourselves time."
"Time for what?" Joslyn asked. "Do you have a plan?"
There was no plan that could get them out of the fix they were in. "We can pray," Deanna said. "We're in a church, right? Sorry but…I can't think of anything better to do. In the mean time, someone get Yvette's gun. We have to keep them from adding fuel to the fire." No one budged, so Deanna went over to the gun and handed it the closest person: Jackie Broderick and pointed out the simple features, "Click off the safety, aim, and shoot. It's easy when you know how."
The two went back to the railing where Deanna counted to three quietly. They both hopped up, but there weren't any soldiers below them. Deanna dropped back down, but Jackie was slow to move and the gunman behind the altar shot her in the throat. She was dead before she hit the floor of the balcony. One of the women cried out and another moaned in misery.
"That's your fault," Joslyn hissed, pointing at Jackie's corpse. "She didn't even know what she was doing."
"Go back to praying and shut the hell up," Deanna seethed. A part of her couldn't help but agree with Joslyn. Jackie had been barely able to wield her flashlight let alone a gun. "Fuck," she whispered. "Someone pray for a miracle."
Their miracle came a minute later when gunshots from outside caused everyone to look up. "Joslyn get up to the belfry and see what's going on," Deanna ordered.
"Fuck you. I'm not going anywhere."
Deanna crawled to the stairway and went up through a cramped little stair to a tiny open area. Above her was an iron bell, with a clapper the size of a baseball bat. Below her the unknown town spread out like a living map. She could see quite a distance, but what concerned her was up close. Zombies were approaching, marching in by the thousands, attracted by all the gun play that had been going on.
"That's not a miracle," she said.



Chapter 21
Deanna Russell
Southern Illinois
From ground level, the zombie threat wasn't as dire appearing as it was from Deanna's point of view. The soldiers mistakenly thought they were facing only a dribbling of zombies coming at them in a slow parade, one or two at a time, when in truth they were facing an army of them. Deanna almost warned the soldiers of the advancing flood of zombie, she even raised her hand and pointed, but just in time she bit back her cry.
It wasn't a miracle she was seeing, it was retribution, maybe God's retribution, and she wasn't about to get in the way of that. With a last glance at the unnumbered horde lumbering toward the church, she turned and fled back down the tiny stair to the balcony.
"Forget the fire!" she cried. She then lowered her voice to conspiratorial whisper. "Zombies are coming, like thousands of them." The whisper was unnecessary. The gunfire out front had picked up in intensity sounding like fireworks to those inside the church.
"If there's zombies we have to get out of here," Connie said, desperately. "We could go with the men. They'd take us back, right?"
Veronica gave her a look that suggested Connie was a simpleton. "They'll shoot us if we go down those stairs. I think…I think we should barricade the stairs. That's probably our only option."
The idea was a good one, the implementation was impossible. There were three rows of pews on the balcony level and unlike the ones below in the church proper these were attached to the floor with heavy slag bolts. 
Seeing this, Veronica started shooing everyone to one side of the first pew. "If we all pull at the same…"
The sound of the gunfire suddenly changed and everyone stopped. At the top of the stairs, Connie said, "It sounds like the soldiers are leaving. Oh my God, they're leaving us here."
All ears were cocked, listening to the focal point of the firing retreat ever so slightly from the foyer of the church and into the parking lot. Then they heard, intermingled with the shooting, someone yelling orders at the top of his lungs, "Back inside! There's too many. Back inside."
Seconds later, there came the sound of boots pounding on the pavement and desperate gunshots sounding pitifully thin compared to the wave of moans that washed over the church. Above all of this, however were the screams of a man being eaten alive—they sent goose bumps flashing in a wave across Deanna's skin.
Below them, Major Grant was yelling, "The pews! Get them back in the doorway. Forget Hanson, he's dead."
The women sat as if listening to an old time radio show; they could easily imagine what was happening in the foyer: zombies piling at the doorway, fighting relentlessly to get in and the soldiers fighting with equal determination to keep them out. Next there a came a thrumming, a vibration along the walls stretching down the length of the building.
Joslyn, her brown eyes wide, her forehead creased with worry lines, asked, "What the hell is that?"
As answer one of the stained glass windows came crashing in. The heavy intricate panes were very tall, almost fifteen feet in height and weighed close to two hundred pounds each. The sound of them coming down was startlingly loud and sharp enough to hurt the ears. These same glass explosion walked down the walls as the zombies engulfed the building, pounding on every surface trying to get in from any angle they could.
Deanna lifted her eyes just above the balcony rail in time to see grey beasts climbing across the vibrantly colored shards, uncaringly ripping open their own bellies. Some became impaled and squirmed, heedless of what had to be miserable pain, as other zombies climbed over them.
The soldiers’ guns were banging away, knocking down zombie after zombie. Heads flew apart and black blood pooled like oil, still they came on without stop. It was obvious the soldiers weren't going to be able to hold for long. 
Deanna ran back to the stairs. "Don't even think about coming up here, Grant. We'll shoot anything that moves."
"If you do that then we all die!" Grant yelled back. "Let us up."
"Fuck you, Grant!" Deanna yelled back. "You're only getting exactly what you deserve, you bastard."
Connie elbowed Deanna in the side. "No, Dee. We need them."
A snarl turned Deanna's full lips as rage struck her. "No we don't! We're not whores anymore. We're not their playthings and the one thing we don't need is their version of 'protection'. From now on we live and die as individuals, as women, not as someone's property. Anyone who thinks different can go down there, just like Yvette did and see what happens." The thought of silly Yvette running downstairs into the arms of the people who had abused her for months burned her stomach with hate. 
Connie shrank back from her anger, but Deanna grabbed her by the arm to keep her from abandoning her post at the stairs. "It'll be alright, Connie. We have the advantage. We can hold out up here for a long time."
As they were talking, the situation of the men below had gone from urgent to dire. One man suddenly screamed, "I'm out of ammo! Someone give me a mag."
"I'm out too," another said, the fear in his voice unmistakable. "Major, we have to do something!"
Deanna took aim down the shotgun's length. "Get ready, Connie. They're going to come any second." Connie took a firmer grip of her AR and began to whisper a prayer. Deanna nudged her and joked, "You sure you want to do that? Your last prayer didn't work out so well."
Connie barely cracked a smile before Major Grant stuck his head around the corner of the stairs. His anguish was obvious on his handsome features. "Please Deanna, listen to reason. The stiffs are all over us. If you don't let us up it'll be murder and it'll be on your head."
She was all set to dig her heels in and tell him to go fuck himself when Connie gave a suggestion: "They could surrender to us."
Grant hesitated as his men's desperate cries grew pitiful. After a few seconds he nodded to Deanna. "We give up, ok? The fire was just a trick. We weren't going to really burn you out. Ok? Deanna, please. Let us go up there as your prisoners, please. On the life of my men I'm begging you."
Deanna heard the fear in his voice and felt her heart moved to pity. It was an ache of deepest empathy matching her own fear of the zombies, which was like cold iron stabbing her in the gut. The empathy made her want reach out to help or to forgive—she crushed out the feeling. 
There was no room for such weakness now. Besides, what would they do with prisoners? Let them go when everything was safe again so they could come back with more men and more guns? Or would they hold a trial for the men even though the only possible outcome would be a death sentence? 
It was better to let karma deal with the soldiers and as everyone knew, karma was a bitch sometimes.
"You're begging for the life of your men, but what about Yvette's life?" Deanna asked. "Your men killed her in cold blood. Or what about Jackie's life? Or Bessy's, or Rachel's? You killed them, you and your men did that. So don't think that begging will mean anything to me. If you come up here we'll kill you."
Grant was quiet and Deanna guessed he was figuring out a plan of attack. Deanna nodded to Connie. "You ready?"
"Yeah." Connie was shaking and wouldn't stop swallowing as if her tongue was too big for her mouth. 
Deanna reached out and rubbed her shoulder tenderly before yelling, "Come on, Grant! Time to die! You know I can't miss from this range." The shotgun was hard against her cheek and her finger was gripping the trigger with so much force that it was halfway back. 
There was a hesitation below which she didn't understand. Every minute that passed would only mean more zombies surging from all directions. If it had been her, she would've attacked by now since the idea of being eaten alive was horrifying to her; it was far worse than getting shot. The only reason she could think of to hesitate was if the soldiers didn't realize how weak the women were in weaponry and ammo. If they thought there were a dozen women with guns waiting to ambush them on the narrow stairs, they probably wouldn't try an attack.
"Veronica, back me up with that…with that machine gun," Deanna yelled loud enough for Grant to hear. Veronica was holding Yvette's black assault weapon in the most tepid manner: out, away from her body as if she didn't want to get her shirt dirty. Deanna motioned for her to put it up to her shoulder. When she did, Deanna turned to the other women. Joslyn was the next closest. "Jos, here take the pistol and get my back and…um, everyone else make sure you're loaded all the way up with bullets."
Joslyn didn't take the pistol; she mumbled something and stepped back closer to the other women. Deanna glared for half a second and then turned her attention back to the stairwell. "We've got ten guns up here for you, Grant. Don't keep us waiting all day. What? Are you too chicken to stick your head around the corner again?" She would shoot this time if he did and Grant seemed to know it.
"Fuck you, bitch," Grant seethed. He then yelled to his men: "Ok...ok...We have to make it back to the Humvees..."
"No way! There's too many stiffs," one of them yelled back. 
"Shut the fuck up!" Grant screamed. "Use the diesel. We'll fire the church for real this time. We'll make a lane. We might get a few burns but it should keep the stiffs back."
Connie grabbed Deanna's arm and asked, "What about us? If it's a big fire it'll trap us up here."
Deanna looked at the other women; they were all staring back with the same clueless expression. "I don't know," Deanna said.
"We should go with them," Joslyn suggested. "Like follow them out and then scatter."
"No, there's too many zombies," Deanna replied. "I don't think even the men will make it."
"We just can't sit here and do nothing," Joslyn shot back. She pushed past Deanna and paused at the top of the stairs. "They just lit the fire," she said, breathlessly. The stench of burning diesel billowed up on a thick black smoke. Intermingled with it was the nasty smell of burning hair and human flesh. Joslyn stepped back, afraid. She pulled her shirt up covering half her face as the air in the balcony grew thick and hazy.
"They're moving," Joslyn said, lifting her face from out of her shirt.  The soldiers, who had been shooting their guns with regularity, making sure they didn't waste any ammo, now started blazing away trying to clear a path through the undead. Once again the focal point of the shooting began to shift; they were heading outside. Joslyn cried: "It's working. Come on before the fire gets too big."
However, she didn't lead the way, she only pointed and tried to tug Deanna in front. Deanna pulled back, hesitating. She was quite honestly afraid of everything they would find at the bottom of the stairs: the fire, the zombies, the soldiers. Each was equally deadly and the idea of confronting all three at once seemed like the closest thing to suicide imaginable.
"I'll go first," Connie said when she saw Deanna's hesitation.
She had only taken a step when Kay asked, "What about Mindy?"
If it wasn't for all the blood, Mindy would have looked to be sleeping. Deanna envied her. "We can't expect to carry her through a fire and a thousand zombies," she answered Kay. "She'll have to stay here."
"But she'll die," Kay said.
"Yeah," Deanna said. "We're all going to die. Maybe she'll go the easiest. Leave her and come on."
As the smell of burnt hair was so horribly strong in their nostrils Connie tucked her long, wavy brown hair down the back of her shirt before she started down. Deanna was nudged by Joslyn and, after tucking her own blonde mane away, she followed.
They made it all of the eight steps to the landing before the heat brewing up from the foyer stopped them with its intensity. Connie couldn't go on. Deanna pushed past, pulling her shirt up to edge of her eyes and holding both arms in front of her face. She made it the bottom step and took in a horrific scene. 
The soldiers were barely beyond the lobby doors and were clearly not going make to the Humvees. They were surrounded, fighting swarms of zombies at point blank range. They had formed a small circle and were shooting out, but even as she watched a soldier missed his mark, striking a zombie in the face instead of the forehead. The creature ignored the pain and bored in on the soldier, dragging him down. Like a balloon popping the circle failed and the soldiers were attacked on all sides. In seconds there was only a writhing pile from which a few soul-searing screams escaped.
Deanna pulled her eyes from the horror of it and saw that she and the other women weren't going to live much longer than the men. The fire in the lobby was an inferno and was now spreading to the rest of the church where she saw that it was going to eat the building from the inside out. 
"Go back!" she yelled. She pushed Connie ahead of her and Connie pushed Veronica.
At the top she found the women crying. "Stop that," Deanna rebuked them. "We still have a chance. Everyone up to the belfry. We can climb down from there to get onto the roof."
"Then what?" Joslyn demanded. "Is there a way down?"
"I don't know, all I know is we can't stay here. Connie, go up first, then Kay then Jos. The rest of you follow, but don't be slow and don't linger up there. Veronica, since you and I are the strongest we'll take Mindy, last.
The bosomy blonde didn't look cool with it, she was red in the face from the heat and looked frazzled and scared to the point of panic, but she held it together. The two hunkered down next to Mindy, breathing through their shirts, waiting as the other seventeen women went up the steep stairs to the belfry. When it was their turn they were both amazed at how light Mindy was. She felt no heavier than a child.
"It's all the blood she's lost," Veronica said, wiping grey sweat from her eyes. "Are you sure she's even still alive?"
She was, barely.
Even as light as she was, Mindy was dead weight and it was a struggle for the two women to carry her up to the belfry. They both sighed with relief when they got to the top and not just because the most difficult part of their task was behind them. The storm clouds Deanna had seen earlier had picked up a breeze and were hurling it out of the west. After the heat and the smoke, the cool fresh air was a blessing.
Their relief was short lived. Turning in a wide circle, Deanna saw their predicament had not gotten much better. The land around the burning church was a zombie-fest. Thousands and thousands of them were staring up at the stranded women with a hungry look over their usually blank faces.
"This was a stupid idea," Joslyn said. "It would have been better just to die in the church of smoke inhalation."
"Shut up," Connie barked. "If you wanna go choke to death we'll boost you back up there. Melanie, Kimmy, help me with Mindy." As gently as possible the unconscious woman was lowered down and then Veronica and Deanna climbed down to the roof.
"We're screwed," Veronica whispered. The belfry now looked more like a chimney as it belched black smoke.
"Yeah, you're right about that," Deanna agreed. "We should move to the far end of the church. It'll buy us some time."
"Maybe twenty minutes by the looks of it," Veronica said. The church was burning from west to east and already the roof beneath their feet was growing uncomfortably hot.
The group moved to the far end of the building and watched as the steeple and belfry came crashing down a few minutes later, the bell making a final somber donnng as it landed in the inferno. The rest of the church began to crumble and fall in with great roars and rushes of air. 
Some of the women were crying while a few were staring at the twenty five foot drop to where the zombies were pressing in close. Melanie stood at the edge, looking like she was about to get sick. "If I land on my head, I won't feel anything, right?" she asked.
"Maybe," Joslyn answered, listlessly.
"No, don't do anything yet," Deanna said, looking out over the zombies, hoping to see someone coming to save them. "There's got to be something we can do."
"There isn't," Joslyn spat out. "You and you're stupid ideas killed us."
"Me!" Deanna cried in outrage. "It was you who refused to put out the fire in the first..."
"Shut up, the two of you!" Connie yelled, stepping between them. "I...I for one am going to go with Melanie's plan. I'm just gonna do a header right off of here. I'm sure it'll be over in a blink. I'm gonna pray first so you two please just shut up and prepare for your own deaths. You don't want to die with bitterness in your hearts."
The words were wise and so all the women grew silent and they prayed, all except Deanna. She wasn't ready to die, and not just because of the baby growing inside of her. Strangely, in spite of all the pain and death surrounding her, in the last day she had felt more alive than she had in years. It felt like her mind had suddenly awakened from a deep, dark sleep, and as it came awake, it brought with it a realization: she was free!
All her life she had bandied around the clichéd bromide: It's a free country, but only now that she was no longer a sex slave did she truly understand the concept like never before. She knew now why black slaves had risked everything, daring the Underground Railroad or why Cubans had set off in open rafts to escape the hell of communism.
And she didn't want that freedom to end so quickly.
Deanna prayed, but she didn't pray for forgiveness of her sins and she didn't pray silently. "God, please save us," she yelled, staring up into the black clouds above.
"Do you mind?" Joslyn demanded. "We are trying to..."She jerked and looked down at her arm where a raindrop had splattered itself. She stared up—all of them stared up as the black clouds opened up and the rain finally came.



Chapter 22
Neil Martin
Southern Illinois
"They're pissing me off, Neil," Grey said, going to the next car in line, dragging the heavy pneumatic jack behind him. At the bumper he turned it around, slid it under the rear axle and began pumping. The vehicle lifted easily. "I mean why do we have to vote on every little, tedious aspect of our lives? It would be so much easier if everyone just did what I told them to and not debate back and forth endlessly first. It's been three days of raise your hand if…We need people to cook, why can't they just cook? We need gas, so why do we have to vote to go get it? They're making a mockery out of democracy. It's completely idiotic."
Neil laughed. "That's quite a speech for you. I've never heard you put together more than two sentences in a row before unless you were planning some sort of military strike."
Grey smirked at the truth. "Yeah," he said. "Get on under there. Wait, hold on, where's Jillybean?"
After having worked their way north, they were finally just east of Cape Girardeau and the weather had turned wet. Neil raised his hand against the rain and squinted. "She's over behind that van. I wonder what she's doing." The little girl was staring in at a van with her hands on her hips; it was one of her "thinking" poses, which usually spelled trouble.
"I'm afraid to find out," Grey replied. "But she looks safe enough. Speaking of which, you were quite the jackass sending her out to rescue me. What happened to being a hero?"
"First, she wasn't supposed to rescue you, she was only supposed to find you and second, why argue with success? It was a decision I felt was right and it turned out to be a good one. You should be thanking me."
"I suppose so," Grey said without offering any gratitude. Instead he jutted his chin at the underbelly of the car and said, "Stop stalling and get up under there."
As the smaller of the two, it was Neil's job to crawl under the jacked up cars and pound a nail into the gas tank to drain it. It was a messy job. They had hit hundreds of cars already that afternoon; he stank of gasoline and his arms were like lead. And now that the rain was on them he was miserable. Like a wet rat he slithered under the yawing car. Though the jack was sturdy, he always felt certain the cars would come crashing down on him.
After sliding the catch basin under the tank, Neil took a ten-penny in his left hand and a hammer in his right and began pounding upward. It took only four practiced swings for the nail to pierce the thin metal of the fuel tank and then out came the gas; almost a gallon this time. 
"I wish there was a better way," Neil said, wiping his hands on his corduroys. "Even with Jillybean's method this is taking forever."
Grey took the catch basin and dumped its contents into a five gallon jerry can. He screwed the lid down tight, helped Neil up and then decompressed the jack. "Yeah, it is," was all he said in reply to Neil's complaint.
Neil hadn't expected anything more. Grey hefted the can and gave it a shake. "About full. Go on to the next one, I'll be right back."
For Neil, dragging the pneumatic jack was a chore. It had wheels, certainly, however they were stubby little things guaranteed to get hung up on every little pebble and then it was like dragging an anchor. Huffing and puffing, he made it to the van Jillybean had been playing beside.
"What's wrong?" he asked her. Her little brow was furrowed.
"It's Ipes," she said, pointing to the zebra that dangled from a run of yarn that she had around her neck. "He's worried about the River King person. He sells slaves which are actually people, you know, and that's what means he's a bad guy. Ipes doesn't trust him, and he won't admit it, but he also is ascared of him."
Neil, who was more afraid of the van falling on him than he was of the River King, shrugged."We only have two choices: daring rescue where someone might die or buying Sadie back with gas and bullets. It makes sense to choose the latter."
Her little nose wrinkled in puzzlement. "Huh? I don't understand you. Why would you choose a ladder?"
"No latter, lat-ter," Neil said. "It means the second or last of the choices you were given."
"Oooh," Jillybean said, drawing out the syllable. "I get it now. You know, I guess Ipes is right about me. He says I'm not so smart and really I think he would know."
"What? You not smart? Hold...on," Neil grunted. He had just turned the jack around and was trying to manhandle it under the van, but once again the wheels weren't turning. He strained for a few seconds before Jillybean squatted down to look.
"The wheel right there is locked," she said, matter-of-factly. "On that silver thing it says: lock, unlock, and the do-jobbie is pointing at the lock side. I don't think it will move very well like that."
Neil made a face at the lever; he hadn't even noticed it until she said something. "For someone who isn't smart you sure make me feel stupid sometimes."
"Sorry, I don't mean to do that. Ipse says it would be nice if I stop pointing out all your mistakes."
"I really make that many?" he asked, resting his arms on the jack's handle. In answer she shrugged and made a face that she probably hoped would convey: not so much, but in fact conveyed the opposite. "I guess compared to someone like you I might not seem so smart, which brings me back to the question: why do you think you're not smart?"
"There's lots of stuff I don't know nothing about. Like how does that jack work? And how does the van steer? I know you turn the wheel but how is it connected to the wheels? And how come really heavy boats float and how do planes fly? You see? I need to go back to school or I need books or something."
"What are you girls gabbing about?" Grey asked, returning with a new five gallon jerry can. The filled ones were lined up in the back of the pickup truck they had brought with them instead of the Humvee.
"He's not a girl," Jillybean said.
"It's a figure of speech," Grey grunted. He handed the jerry can to Neil. "Let's get crackin'. These cans won't fill themselves."
Neil started hammering again.
The afternoon stretched on and on as the three worked continuously. The men went at it nonstop as Jillybean, sitting under an umbrella, kept watch for zombies. In truth there weren't many zombies to keep watch for and she did little besides sit atop different cars, reading. At one point Grey noticed she was reading a book that was nearly as big as she was.
"What the hell is that?" he asked in his usual semi-pleasant growl.
She held it up, her skinny arms shaking with the effort. "It's an encyclopedia. Ipes says I'll be smart once I read them all. And this…" She grabbed another book to show Captain Grey, "This is a dictionary. It's what means a book that tells me what the words in the first book mean."
"Oh," Grey said. "You go have fun with them."
"Hold on, where'd you get them?" Neil asked. He wasn't exactly curious; he was tired and needed a few minutes to rest. Grey was cracking the whip, driven to gather the supplies needed to rescue Sadie. He was pushing Neil past the point of endurance. With just the two of them at it, he was exhausted after three days of constant work and travel.
The other members of their group had voted not to put their efforts into rescuing Sadie. To them she was a complete stranger and warranted all the consideration strangers were accorded: exactly nothing. In the three days since they had joined together with the people from the Floating Island, they had become very tribal. Everyone within the tribe was family; everyone outside of it was looked on with either suspicion or fear. And this included Sadie.
On the plus side of the ledger, they too were working hard. They were gathering supplies to pay the River King's fee to cross the Mississippi. They were also watching over Eve and the wounded, the latter consisted of Amy Gates and two other women who had been so abused that their minds weren't right.
Jillybean had insisted on coming with Grey and Neil, stating she would be a "big help." So far, her help had been minimal to say the least.
Neil was getting a break and that was something. "That house right down the street," Jillybean said, pointing. "The green one. It was nicer inside, all 'cept it had this poor dead boy who smelled real bad awful. I didn't touch nothing of his but his sister had all sorts of stuff which is why I also gotted these new pants and this shirt. Pink is my favorite color, you know." Including a pink baseball cap that was too big for her head, she was pink top to bottom.
"You're very pretty," Neil told her, hoping she would go on and on for at least five more minutes. 
She grinned. "Ipes says I have too much pink on, but I don't think you can ever get too much."
Captain Grey landed a heavy hand on Neil's shoulder. "You got that right," he said to Jillybean before she could take another breath. To Neil he growled, "Let's go hit that street. There's got to be a hundred cars just rusting there. I'll go get the pickup so we don't have to haul the jerry cans so far."
They went to work and, after an hour, when they were only half way through, Grey had an idea, a poor one in Neil's opinion. "This is going too slow. It would be faster if you had your own jack, Neil. There was an auto parts store right down the street. I'll go get you one and drag it back. You can use mine in the mean time." He started away, saying over his shoulder, "You don't have to thank me."
Neil was too tired and wet to make an attempt at a snappy comeback. "Uh-huh," was all he could manage. After checking to make sure the lock was off the jack he hauled the heavy device to the next car in line and slid it under. He started pumping the handle up and down and then stopped as he heard rumbling. "Is that thunder?" he asked Jillybean.
At some point she had added a yellow raincoat to her wardrobe and looked perfectly comfortable. "I don't know. Do you know this word: prep-a-red?" she asked, using three syllables. "Is that a type of red like maroon is a type of red?"
"No, the word is pronounced prepared. It means to be ready. Maybe those books are a little too advanced for you. We can find a library…" He paused as he heard the same rumble, only this time it came with a snort that was mechanical in origin. 
Neil turned to see an immense army truck churning down the street, coming right at them. It slowed as it came to their pickup truck, thirty yards away. A soldier hopped out of the back and was pawing through their belongings before Neil even knew what was going on.
Indignant, Neil started forward, only to trip over the fuel catch basin. He went down in a heap and, by the time he got up again, he had two guns pointing his way. "Look, don't shoot. That's my stuff."
The closest soldier's eyes went wide. "You can…you can talk?"
Neil was confused for all of a second before he realized what he looked like. Always nervous of the beasts, he had dressed as a zombie as a precaution, while Grey wore his usual fatigues and Jillybean was in her "little girl" attire. Neil glanced back for her and realized she was gone. And so was Captain Grey! He was all alone as soldiers began piling out of the army truck.
He held his hands, halfway up and said, "Yes, I can talk. I'm just dressed like this as camouflage. You know, to blend in. Now, if you don't mind, that's my stuff."
There were fifteen soldiers out now. All were female, most were armed and none seemed at all pleasant. The tallest of them looked Neil over with a sharp eye and a sneer. "I think we'll decide whose stuff this is, as soon as we decide about you. Turn around and put your hands in the air."
Doing his best impression of Captain Grey, Neil scowled and said, "You have no right…" The women started to advance with her pistol leveled at his head. The rain slid down her unnoticed and her hand was steady as a rock; she very much seemed to mean business. "Ok, fine," Neil said. "Calm down. You don't have to be like this."
"A moron like you doesn't get to tell me to calm down or how I should or should not be," she said, still advancing. "I'll be any way I want to be…"
Just then, as she was passing an SUV, Captain Grey stepped out from between the cars. The woman tried to bring her gun around to aim at him, but he was too quick by half. He caught her arm, bent her wrist and disarmed her in a second. In the next second, he had her own gun pointed at her head.
"That'll be enough out of you," he said in her ear. He held her very close to his body and expertly frisked her, running his hands quickly over her body. 
This simple act caused her to go into a rage, which was mirrored by the other women. "If you don't let me go this instant, I'll have them kill you," she hissed at Grey.
Calm as always, he replied with a simple, "No."
"Kill him!" she screamed.
The other women pointed their weapons but between them and Grey stepped Jillybean with her hands at shoulder height as if surrendering. She had slithered beneath a car at the first sign of the truck and took the worst moment possible to come out of hiding.
"Get away from those soldiers, Jillybean," Neil said, speaking fast. One of the women was coming toward her with her gun pointed. The little girl had just turned the tide against them, or so Neil thought.
"These aren't soldiers," Jillybean said, calmly. "We don't have to be afraid."
 



Chapter 23 
Deanna Russell
Southern Illinois
When the rains came, they did not come as Deanna expected a miracle to come. They came, as only Noah and his family ever lived to remember: the rain flew in sharp and hard, slanting sideways to drown the fire. It was a deluge that few among them had ever experienced, at least first hand, outdoors on an exposed roof. They were soaked to the bone in seconds and yet in spite of the sudden cold and the misery of pelting rain, the women danced on the roof top and hugged each other because they believed they had been delivered.
Only Connie kept her wits. "We need to stop," she said, looking down the eave of the roof. Though the fire was hissing and billowing white vapors, the zombies below were still clamoring to get at them.
"Everyone lie down and huddle very close together," Connie ordered. "Maybe they'll go away."
That also seemed be in the miracle department but sure enough once the women stopped drawing attention to themselves and once the fire died away to smolder in hidden spots amongst the wreckage, the zombies began to drift on, traveling north in a huge herd.
When all the zombies were gone, save for a few stragglers, Deanna and Connie climbed down a rain-slicked drainpipe and went in search of a ladder for the others to use. Deanna was very glad to see the new look of determination on Connie's face. She was turning some sort of mental corner and was beginning to be her old, pre-apocalypse self. Deanna didn't feel so alone when she was near.
A cold, wet night was upon them by the time they found a ladder tall enough to get the others down. Their accommodation that night was a nearby Village Inn restaurant. It had been stripped of every possible food item however there were enough tablecloths to wrap the shivering women in and plenty of booths with comfy cushions to be used as beds.
The next day they went out to survey the scene at the church and found two soldiers alive, in a zombie sort of way, trying to disentangle themselves from the slag heap that used to be the east end of the church. "That's Major Grant," Veronica said, indicating the taller of the two zombies. "With his face ate off, I don't recognize the other one."
"Who wants to kill them?" Deanna asked. When no one raised their hands, Connie started forward, but Deanna stopped her. "No. Someone else. Listen ladies, the simple truth is we became whores because we were afraid. I know I was pretty much afraid of everything in this world. Now, it's different. I'm not afraid anymore, I'm pissed off. I let men do things to me that were degrading and wretched. Things I will never speak of. But I won't anymore because I faced my fear. All of you have to do the same because if you can't conquer your fears, you'll go right back to being whores. One way to do that is to kill a zombie. Anyone? Decide quick because they're getting closer."
Veronica came forward and accepted the shotgun, but when no one else would step up, Deanna went to Melanie and held out the black pistol. She took it without any enthusiasm and while the shotgun did its grisly work with one pull of the trigger, it took Melanie three bullets to kill the second zombie. Deanna tried to hide how much that galled her; their ammunition level was dangerously low.
Still, the women cheered Veronica and Melanie, both of whom looked relieved once the odorous chore was complete.
After that the women went about the difficult and dangerous job of living. There was ammo in the Humvees, but not much, and there was food, but even less. Of water there was almost nothing. They scrounged around in the empty houses and filled Tupperware containers with rainwater until they felt they had enough to travel on.
Gas was not a problem since the Humvees were fueled up and had extra tanks mounted on the sides. Under Deanna's direction they transferred all the fuel to the big truck and then pushed the Humvees down an alleyway. 
During all of this there were plenty of zombies that had to be dealt with. When possible, Deanna and Connie made sure the other women took their turns killing them, but sometimes the beasts would come rushing out of nowhere, seemingly, and had to be put down by the closest person.
By the end of that first real day of freedom they were exhausted and hungry. It was clear to everyone that the food wasn't going to last a week if they didn't begin rationing it right away. Glumly, they each had a miniscule plate; some ate quick in a couple of bites, some ate slow, savoring the crappy canned food, but no one complained and that was a victory in Deanna's eyes.
The next day they decided to put some miles between them and the burnt out church and they chugged a hundred miles down the road, giving St Louis a wide birth, and stopping about midday when they came across their first sign of humanity: a billboard.
There were lots of billboards along Highway 51, but this one was different. It had been painted over in white and across that someone had spray painted the words: Last Safe River Crossing: Cape Girardeau!
The sign had a strange effect on the women. They knew east and north were both dangerous, while south was a big unknown, but the sign gave the impression that to the west lay safety of some sort.
"The land is wide open," Kay said. "There's almost no trees. You can see for miles." Everyone knew what that meant: zombies would be easier to deal with. "I bet there are still real towns out there."
No vote was taken, but from then on it was decided their destination laid somewhere in the great expanse of the west. Getting there was the only problem. The women in the covered truck bed were sheltered from the rain but were miserably cold. To make matters worse, thirty miles from the town of Cape Girardeau, highway 51 grew so congested with zombies and stalled out cars that they were forced into a looping detour.
They were in the midst of that detour when the rain let up and Kay saw a pickup truck loaded with supplies just sitting on the side of the road with no one around but a smallish looking zombie. Two minutes later Deanna was living her worst nightmare: captured once again by a soldier and absolutely helpless against his strength. It filled her with a hot rage.
"Kill him!" she screamed. She was just thinking she'd rather die than be sent back to The Island when a little girl wandered up.
The smaller of the two men, the one she thought had been a zombie said, "Get away from those soldiers, Jillybean."
"These aren't soldiers," Jillybean said, to the two men. "We don't have to be afraid."
"I'm not afraid," the man holding Deanna said and clearly meant it. She could feel his heart beating through their clothing; it was slow and steady, perhaps the most relaxed heartbeat she had ever heard. Nor was he sweating; his hands were smooth, but hard as rock and dry as bone.
The smaller man didn't seem afraid for himself either; it was the girl he was afraid for and Deanna assumed that he was her father. "It doesn't matter, Jillybean," he said. "Get away from them, now, please."
"It does matter Mister Neil. If they were soldiers we should be afraid but they are not. Look at their guns. Most of them don't have the bottom piece where the bullets go, that's what means they're empty. And their army outfits don't fit, you can see they pinned their pants up. And that lady there and that one too, have bruises on their faces. In fact most of them do, though they're trying to cover it up with makeup. You see? We don't have to be afraid because they're afraid of us."
"We aren't," insisted Joslyn. "What's there to be afraid of? A couple of douche bags and a know it all little girl? I don't think so."
Jillybean frowned at her, gave her a once-over with her blue eyes and then frowned deeper. "You're not afraid because your gun has bullets," the little girl concluded. "The women next to you has an empty gun and she's shaking like a leaf and that girl with the red hair has only a stick. I can tell she's afraid, but I can't tell what the stick is for."
The question was directed to Susan Mills. She was one of the few "old whores" left. Like Melanie she had pissed off the wrong man and now her face was misshapen and scarred. She was only still alive because she could cook like no other.
"If I see a zombie, I could, like hit it over the head," Susan answered, making a swinging motion with the stick. 
Jillybean raised an eyebrow at this and then turned back to her friends. "See? They're harmless, but also interesting. That's what means there's something strange about them."
"Someone shut the brat up," Joslyn demanded. "She's the one that's strange."
"Come on, Jillybean. Get away from there," Neil said, waving her over. "Let the grownups talk."
"I like your hair," Jillybean said to Joslyn before walking away.
Deanna flicked her eyes from the little girl to Joslyn's hair. As always it was brushed out and framed her face perfectly. Jillybean's hair looked like a robin had made a nest out of it. She came up to Deanna and gave her a once over.
The soldier who held Deanna asked the girl, "They're not dangerous?"
"No sir, Mister Captain Grey, sir. They're from The Island. And like…" she paused as there was a murmur from the women behind her. "And like I said they're afraid of us, except they're not that afraid of Mister Neil and I…what's that Ipes? Oh right. They're not afraid of Mister Neil and me. They're afraid of you because you're in the army."
"Hmmm," Captain Grey said.
"I don't know who this girl thinks she is," Deanna said, stiffly. "But we're not from any island. And I would appreciate it if you’d let go of me, now."
"Not yet. How do you know about The Island, Jillybean?"
"Oh, from Sadie and Sarah, but from Mister Neil mostly. He's not good at whispering. They talked about it all the time."
"Smooth as always, Neil," Grey said with a smirk. What Jillybean said next wiped the smirk right off.
"I figured it out that they were from The Island once I figured out they were prostitutes."
The very recent prostitutes from The Island all began to deny it in outraged tones. Neil shook his head and asked, "How the heck do you know that word?"
"From my dictionary. Amember my big book I have? I looked it up earlier. And I looked up sex. That's what means making babies. And I learned than a man has to…"
"Stop, please," Neil said. When she shut her mouth the adults sighed in relief. Neil took a deep breath and asked, "How are you making these conclusions? About them being from The Island, I mean."
"It doesn't matter what she says," Joslyn barked. "We're not prostitutes and it's very rude to even make that assumption."
"I'll believe her before I believe you," Neil replied. "Now Jillybean, let's hear your crazy-train of thoughts."
"It's simple. I know The Island is where mean soldiers live and I know they have prostitutes there. The girl prisoners we rescued had talked about how they thought it was better for Sadie to be sold to the soldiers at The Island because then all she'd be was a prostitute. That's why I looked up that word."
"Yeah, so?" Neil asked, his mouth open in confusion. "And how does that tie in with…any of it."
"I was just telling you how I know the word and how I know they have them on The Island. I only guessed they were prostitutes by their reaction to Mister Captain Grey. You could tell they either hated him or were ascared of him or both. But they weren't like that with you Mister Neil."
"I suppose I'm not the most imposing of men," Neil said in response.
"Yeah, you're small, but it was more than that. That lady there," she pointed at Deanna. "Got the spazzes when Mister Captain Grey searched her for weapons. She…I don't know the right word, but she didn't like his hands on her body."
"She was revolted?" Grey asked.
"Yeah," Jillybean agreed. "Even though you weren't touching her private parts. So that fit in with the whole idea. And then there was the fact that they are so pretty, most of them that is. They don't look like any of the girls from the Floating Island or any of the Believers. Those girls look kinda tired and none wear makeup at all. But these women do. It's a little faded but it's there. And look at their hair. Someone cuts it regularly to look nice. And look at their hands. Their nails are pretty looking and all of them have polish."
"I see it now," Grey said. He sniffed Deanna's hair. "Smells nice. You're right Jilly, these are kept-women. They haven't been scrounging for food and firewood, or cooking over open flames for the last six months. They haven't been scrubbing pots in rivers and they haven't been climbing trees to get away from zombies."
She nodded. "Yep. They are new to being outside. That one lady couldn't drive the truck none too good and none of them noticed that Neil was a man even though he wasn't acting anything like a zombie, and the lady with a stick doesn't have any idea how hard a zombie's head is. Their army clothes are for boys that they pinned up around their ankles and wrists. I think they probably stole those clothes and grabbed a truck and ran away. That's why they're afraid of you, Mister Captain Grey, sir."
"Could she be wrong?" Neil asked Grey. "She's grabbing at a lot of straws."
"Of course she could be wrong," Grey answered. "But she's not. The reactions of these women told us that Jillybean is spot on again." Only then did Deanna realize she had slumped in defeat against the soldier. She stiffened immediately. "You don't have to be afraid of me," he said, releasing her. After clicking the safety on, he handed her gun back.
Their hands touched and their eyes locked. Hers were a pretty blue; his were very dark. There was pity in them.
"I know what you're thinking and I don't need your pity," she seethed. "Take your judgmental crap and leave." She pointed away down the street.
He didn't budge. "You need us."
"I need a wimp, a psycho little girl and a baby-killer? I don't think so."
Neil came up; with Bessy's boots on Deanna stood three inches taller than him. She glared down at him, but he pretended not to notice. "Maybe you do and maybe you don't. Right now we have forty-seven men, women, and children going to Colorado where we hope to find freedom. You're welcome to join us."
A very large part of Deanna wanted to instantly reject the suggestion, these were strangers after all, but Connie who had grown in wisdom, said, "We shouldn't refuse help," and Deanna knew she was right.
"Fine, but I don't want this asshole," she jabbed her thumb toward Grey, "touching any of us. Is that clear?"
Grey shrugged. "Sure, I won't even look at you."
"Tell me, do you have any doctors with you?" Veronica said coming forward."We have a woman who needs medical attention."
The army captain smiled. "I'd help but that would require touching."



Chapter 24
Captain Grey
Southern Illinois
"I think I'm done," Grey said, in a soft growl. "One more vote and I'm going to strangle someone." Neil grunted his affirmation and shifted his butt on the hard bleachers. They were in a dim, shadow-struck school gym in a town sixteen miles east of Cape Girardeau, Missouri, listening as people were encouraged to speak their minds about the upcoming river crossing. To Grey it just seemed like an excuse for everyone to run their mouths.
"I still don't see why we even believe this bandit you guys talked to," Joslyn said after being recognized by the three person panel. The panel was made up of Connie Taylor who looked frightened half to death, William Gates, who was so silent he made Grey look long-winded, and Fred Trigg who had flattened his brown hair down and put on a shirt and tie and generally acted like the panel was a formality, speaking for the others at every opportunity. They were seated at a table on the gym floor, in front of the now very large group occupying the bleachers. For light a few lanterns were strategically set around them. 
Joslyn went on, "Why would the bandit tell the truth about anything? For that matter why do we believe the River King's propaganda? He claims to have the only intact bridge crossing the Mississippi, but who really knows? Who even knows how many bridges there are?"
"Right," Fred said, agreeably. He had been so agreeable since Grey came back with twenty more mouths to feed that it was tiresome. "There's probably a thousand bridges."
Neil raised his hand and without being called, stated, "I went down the river from the middle of Illinois on a boat six months ago and even then there wasn't a single fully intact bridge in that entire stretch. There was part of a bridge left in St Louis, but that city is a nightmare and I wouldn't chance it."
"What about south of St Louis?" Trigg asked.
"We didn't go further south than this," Neil answered. "However, it stands to reason that the inhabitants of the western side of the river would…"
Fred interrupted, "Speculation, Mr. Martin. The number of river crossings is unknown and you only saw a small section of the river."
"It is unknown by you Mister Fred," Jillybean said. "But I know how many there are. There are 221 bridges. That's according to my encyclopedia. That's what means a book that knows everything. I'm reading it right now. I'm still on the letter A, but I looked up the Mississippi River when I heard we were gonna cross it tomorrow."
"221 is still a very large number uh, Jilly, uh, bean. As well, we haven't officially condoned the crossing. That's what this meeting is all about. Many of us are not looking to put ourselves in the clutches of someone as notorious as the River King."
"He's a businessman," Neil said. "The only way he stays in business is if he provides a service at a good price. The moment it's discovered he tried to kidnap or rob innocent people, who would cross? Nobody. They'd find a boat or build another bridge."
"I'm glad you brought up the idea of a boat my friend," Trigg said, ignoring pretty much everything Neil had just explained. "We haven't even voted on the idea of finding a boat to get us across."
Neil shook his head wearily. "Look it's getting late. You guys can stay up all night voting on what color flowers to wear in your hair for all I care, but I'm heading to bed and in the morning I'm going to see the River King and I'm going to negotiate the release of my daughter and likely the terms to cross over. Whoever is coming with me should get some sleep."
"That's not how this works," Trigg replied. 
He opened his mouth to go on but Grey said, "It should be. We're about to undertake what could be a perilous journey where there may not be time for votes and quorums and all that crap. Pure democracy has its limits and when the shit hits the fan is that limit. I suggest we pick a leader."
Trigg studied him for a moment and then turned to the people sitting on the hard bleachers and looked them over. Finally, he said, "I think that Mister Grey has a point. Those in favor of choosing a leader raise your hands."
"Depends who's running," Joslyn said.
"That does make sense," Trigg agreed. "I will be running. Anyone who also wants to run please come join me." The other panelists left quickly and then only Captain Grey came down. A few others had considered it: Deanna Russell, Michael Gates and Big Bill Weisner, however they didn't pull the trigger and remained seated.
"Standard secret voting rules apply," Trigg said. "The invalids and anyone younger than eighteen can't vote." All of which was in Trigg's favor. The two younger Gates boys practically idolized Grey and there was no question Mindy would've voted for him since he had brought her back from the brink of death by repairing a nicked artery in her bicep. But Grey didn't mind the rules, he didn't think he could lose to Trigg, whom he considered to be a putz.
"I think speeches would be in order," Trigg said. "I suggest nothing over five minutes."
"Five minutes is a long time to blab," Grey replied. "I only need one minute." Trigg gestured for Grey to proceed. Speeches were not his thing; he wasn't glib or smooth and tended to bark out his short talks to his men. His biggest problem was that he expected common sense out of people—it was why he was wrong about his chances of winning.
His speech was predictably short, "This is a non issue we're debating. I am a West Point trained leader with ten years in uniform. I have faced enemies in Iraq, Afghanistan and on the streets of America. For almost a year now I've lead men in battle against zombies and have never tasted defeat. That is all."
Trigg walked away from Grey and approached the group, smiling. "My opponent is a great leader of men in battle and for that we are extremely lucky to have him with us. However, we are not readying for battle. It's battle we hope to avoid at all costs. What we need is a leader who will unite us, who will keep us out of danger instead of leading us into danger, someone who will guarantee our safety."
"No one can do that," Grey interjected.
"Please," Trigg said, holding a finger up high. "I did not interrupt you. So…where was I?"
"You were saying you could guarantee our safety," Jillybean answered, accidentally playing right into Trigg.
Fred was all smiles at Jillybean. "Yes. Safety right now is more important than anything," he said. "Now Mister Grey talked about how his sole training is in fighting, let me tell you about my back ground. I was on the HOA committee when I lived…"
Grey tuned him out, but not without a grand rolling of his eyes. Trigg went past his allotted time by a few minutes but no one seemed to care, he had an easy style of speaking compared to Grey's rough voice. When he finally wrapped up, paper was passed around to all the adults and a few minutes later Grey was shocked to discover he didn't win. He didn't exactly lose either; they split the vote fifty-fifty.
"We could split the leadership," Trigg suggested. "One day on, one day off." There was a glint to his eye that Grey caught right as he was about to call Trigg an idiot. He wasn't an idiot. He wanted Grey's anger to show.
Grey wouldn't be baited. He put on a politician's smile of his own—it fit like someone else's shoe. "The Roman generals tried that. It didn't work for them and it won't work for us either," he said. "No, we'll take the vote again and hopefully this time you will all see that this guy is nothing but a politician and it was politicians who got us into this mess to begin with."
"I'm not a politician," Fred countered. "I've never run for any office in my life before today. But you are military and it was the military that couldn't fix the mess."
The captain went to sit with Neil as the votes were handwritten out a second time and then counted. "We could be screwed if this guy wins," Grey whispered. "I wouldn't put it past him to take all the gas we scrounged and all the ammo we got off the raiders."
"Then you better not lose," Neil said. "You do great with the prisoners we rescued and alright with the Floating Island people, but terrible with the new women in spite of the fact you practically saved Mindy's life, stitching up her arm. For some reason they don't trust you and without…wait here we go."
William Gates stood and said, quietly, "It's another tie."
The group began to whisper among themselves. Fred let it go on for a minute before standing. "Maybe our positions aren't clear enough. We should each get another five minutes to show what direction we would like to take the group."
"Oh shit," Grey said to Neil in an undertone. "No matter what that jackass says, he's a politician and I'm not eloquent at all."
"Then speak from the heart," Neil said. "Don't try to be flowery, just try to show them the real you."
"I don't know how," Grey insisted. "The heart doesn't speak, the mind does. I speak from common sense and intelligence but these people don't seem to want that."
"Then we're screwed," Neil said.
"Maybe not." Grey looked at the little girl sitting with a massive, leather-bound book across her knobby knees. "Hey, Jillybean, what do you think? How can I win this?"
She placed a finger on the page and then shrugged. "You can't, given the facts. You guys just said the people want a gooder speaker and you aren't that good compared to Mister Fred. The more you two speak the better he will do. Sorry."
"That's it?" Grey snapped.
Neil patted him on the shoulder to calm the big man down. "Maybe we just asked her the wrong question. How 'bout this, Jillybean, how do we get Trigg to lose?"
Her lips pursed for a second as she considered, then she brightened."Easy. Mister Fred would lose if someone else ran against him. Like you Mister Neil. You would do good with the prisoners we freed and all of the Gates family likes you, and I don't think the new prostitute ladies are afraid of you at all. And you always speak from the heart but not like Mister Fred, neither. You mean what you say."
Grey made a sour face. "Neil, really?" he asked Jillybean.
She looked over the large group, her calculating eyes picking out individuals. "Yes. Neil is the only one. Miss Marybeth might be good but she hasn't mingled with the prostitute ladies yet and she's ascared of the boy prisoners. Mister Big Bill has killed people with his hands; I'll think people will get all nervous about it. Mister Michael is afraid to be leader, I can tell. And…"
"He's afraid?" Neil demanded. "What about me? I think you guys are forgetting I don't want the job. I'm, not a leader."
"You're a better man than you know, Neil," Grey said, slapping him on the back and then smiling as Neil coughed. "You weren't a hero before you had to be, and you weren't a father either. I've seen you step up, Neil. This may be our only chance to keep Trigg from running the show."
He hauled Neil up by the back of his sweater vest and walked with him down to the gym floor to make sure he didn't try to back out. "There's going to be a change in your opponent. Neil is running in my place."
Fred stared, incredulously. "This is exactly why you wouldn't make a good leader," he said to Grey. "You can't arbitrarily substitute candidates just because you feel like it."
"Good point," Grey replied, maintaining a smile in spite of the fact he was itching to punch Trigg in the face. "But like I said, I'm not running for the leadership in this group, Neil is."
Trigg began to splutter about rules and fairness, Neil cleared his throat and when that didn't shut Trigg up, Neil began speaking over him, "Picking a leader is too important to be hung up by the nuances of your rules, Fred. You basically gave everyone about thirty seconds to decide whether being leader was right for them. It's no wonder no one else stood up." Neil turned and addressed the group, "Would anyone else like to throw their hat in the ring?"
No one moved.
"I guess it's just us," Trigg said, suddenly genial. "It's better this way because after all we are basically deciding whether or not we risk ourselves with this dangerous river crossing. The people have heard from me and my plan to steer them to safety, I guess it's time they heard from you, Neil. Why should we follow you into great danger, putting all of our lives at risk to rescue your daughter?"
Neil took a deep breath and answered, "I guess because she's not my daughter. I never met her before the apocalypse began. In fact, the first time we met she had a gun on me and robbed me blind." Neil paused and smiled at the memory. "But strange circumstances put us in each other's way and we somehow formed a group. Just like all of us have," he said the people in the bleachers. "Circumstances have brought us together and we’ve found that we share a common need for safety and a common destination. But we can't be just traveling partners. No matter what Fred says there will be danger on every road we take and if we don't come together as a family we will not make it. Families rely on each other and they sacrifice for each other. Traveling partners will let the sick die and the lost remain lost. That's why I'm going to negotiate for Sadie's release."
It was a short, heartfelt speech and it moved the room to silence. "See?" Jillybean whispered to Grey.
"Yeah," he said before standing up. "We know his reason now. I say we don't waste any more time; let's vote."
Neil won in a landslide.
He gave Fred a handshake and a wave to Jillybean before saying to the group, "I accept the leadership of the group but only until we reach Colorado. In the meantime I will need some help. I am appointing Captain Grey as our weapons specialist. He will need to take an inventory of every gun and bullet in the group. With our limited resources we need to keep careful watch on our ammo."
"You're appointing me?" Grey asked. "Don't I get a say so?"
"No. Sit down," Neil said, garnering a few chuckles. "I will also need a supply person…a quartermaster, someone who will take charge of our food situation. Any volunteers?"
When no one budged, one of the former prostitutes raised a timid hand. "I was an office manager," she said. "Will that work?" Her hair was raven black and in those infrequent moments when she would look up it made her blue eyes blaze out of her face.
"Sure, what's your name?"
"Kay Gallagher."
"Thanks, Kay. Lastly…at least the last thing for tonight, I will need a personnel manager. I will need someone who will assign work to each one of us and keep track of the hours each person spends at it. I don't want the same few people being stuck doing clean up duty or sitting on the two a.m. guard shift every night. I want it to be fair but at same time I want us to work to our strengths."
Right in front of Grey, Fred raised his hand. Neil glanced at it and then saw Grey shaking his head vehemently and turned away quickly scanning the people, only no one else raised their hands; it looked like Neil would be stuck picking Trigg. The personnel position would be the hardest job and the one most easily abused. The wrong person in place could split the group by playing favorites and there was something about Trigg that Grey didn't trust, but unfortunately they seemed stuck with him as the only choice.
Neil must have had the same worried reaction because he didn't look Trigg's way a second time, instead he stared long and hard at Michael Gates. Finally, the balding man raised his hand.
"Excellent!" Neil exclaimed. "Now for one last agenda point, I need a small party to come with me in the morning to visit the River King. I've already chosen Captain Grey and Jillybean…"
"Me?" Jillybean piped. "I thought I was going to have to sneak a ride."
"I need your eyes," Neil said to her. "And I need the Captain's judgment of their defenses. Also Fred, would you come? We'll be going without weapons and just enough gas to get us there and back, but it should be safe enough."
"Afraid I'll stage a palace coup while you're gone?" Fred asked, with little attempt at civility. He had been sulking since his election loss and his mood had only soured when Neil refused to pick him for the personnel slot.
"No. I want an opposing point of view. The truth is people see things differently. I want you to tell me why things won't work and what I'm being blind to." Trigg calmed immediately seeing the value in his being chosen. "Ok, that should be it," Neil said, quickly when Fred agreed. "We'll be leaving at seven sharp."
Grey and Jillybean met Neil as he was heading for the door at a brisk pace. "You won, Mister Neil," Jillybean said. "That was good."
"Yes it was," Neil said with a pat on her head. He didn't slow.
"What's wrong?" Grey asked, pulling Neil around. 
What was wrong came storming up to them in the form of an irate woman. Deanna Russell stood glaring down at Neil. "To think I fell for your 'family' claptrap. I had my hand raised to go tomorrow and you ignored me, just like you ignored Mr. Trigg when he wanted that position. Is this how you're going to run things? Like a petty, little king?"
"More or less," Neil said. "I didn't call on Fred because I didn't think he was right for the job and I didn't want to have to say that in front of everyone. And I didn't call on you for much the same reason. You're…you're too pretty to come along."
"That's sexist bullshit," Deanna spat. Jillybean's eyes went wide, but she seemed to know to keep quiet when the grownups were this angry.
"I'm sure there's more to it than just that," Grey said, hoping for Neil's sake that there was, because the woman looked like she was ready to cause trouble on the first day of his leadership.
"The River King isn't just a man who charges a toll to use his bridge," Neil explained. "He's a slave trader. It makes sense not to call attention to the fact that the majority of our group are women and pretty ones at that."
"All the more reason for me to go, that way you won't be tempted into trying to run some sort of side deal. You know, trading a few of us girls to pay off the toll instead of wasting bullets or gas."
Grey glared at her. "You are pretty far out of line accusing a good man of basically being a slaver."
Neil shook his head at Grey. "Let's cut her some slack. They've had it rough. Ok, Deanna, you can come, but only if you do something about all of this," he said, indicating pretty much all of her. "Butch yourself up, pencil on a moustache, do something not to call attention to yourself."
"Ok then," she said. "I can do that." Grey was afraid of what the results would be. He pictured her with a little dirt on her made up cheeks and a less bright color of lipstick. 
Since it was late, the group broke up. Neil and Jillybean took Eve and, after changing her and feeding her, they bedded down. Grey went to look in on his patient and found Mindy much improved. She was even eating a little.
"My hero," she said as he began checking her sutures for signs of infection. "They tell me it was the handsome captain that sewed me back together."
"Other than that nick in your brachial artery your wound was a clean through and through with no bone fragments. It was nothing."
Mindy smiled slow and blearily under a morphine haze. "They also said you wouldn't talk much. That's ok with me. I like the silent type."
Deanna had followed him at a distance and now she hurried up. "Mindy," she warned. "That's not you anymore."
"Maybe…but I'm not sure who I am anymore," Mindy said, suddenly teary eyed. 
"I don't think any of us do," Deanna told her.



Chapter 25
Neil Martin
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
Mindy wasn't the only person who didn't know who they were anymore. Before bed, Neil looked in on Eve and Jillybean. A portable crib had been found and the two of them were sleeping in it: Eve looking like an angel with chubby cheeks and Jillybean cute as a button with her zebra tucked up under her chin. 
Neil noted this and felt nothing. Afraid that he was broken somehow, he stared at the two children and searched his feelings. All he discovered was a brooding sense of responsibility.
"What's wrong with me?"
He still hadn't grieved for Sarah. Other than the first outpouring of emotion at seeing her disfigured body he had only shed a few haphazard tears or hadn't felt anything beyond a passing regret like a stray breeze on a sweltering day. It was there for a moment and then gone. He wanted to be miserable because that was normal, because that meant he had really, truly loved her like he had thought.
But he had nothing, which meant that he hadn't loved her; either that or he was broken.
The night passed just like all the rest since Sarah had died: in a blink of an eye, and he awoke neither tired nor refreshed. After a breakfast of warmed over canned peas, he kissed Eve on her soft cheek. She smiled and babbled and was altogether cute. He grinned at her, feeling zip inside, and handed her to Amy Gates and nodded to her aunt, Marybeth, who was always very close.
"What's wrong?" Grey asked, giving Neil a once over.
"I'm just anxious," Neil lied. Fear was a feeling and that had been just as scarce as the rest of them.
"You're not scared, and that's the problem," Grey said. "We could be getting ourselves in a world of shit right now and you don't look like you have a care in the world."
"I've got a lot on mind," was Neil's next lie. So far, being the leader had been easier than he had thought it would be. Like the night before at the meeting, ideas had just come to him one after another. He spat them out of his mouth and voila, they were implemented.
Grey looked like he was going to say something, but Deanna and Fred showed up then. They made a strange looking couple. Fred was dressed in khaki from head to toe and looked like he was on safari. Deanna wore baggy pants, a hooded jacket, overly large sunglasses, and a baseball cap with her hair pinned up beneath. 
Far from being "butched up" she looked like a movie star trying to hide from the paparazzi. "Oh jeeze," Grey groaned. "Almost didn't recognize you," he said to her. "You went from looking like a blonde Julia Roberts to a blonde Julia Roberts with a hat." She gave him a glare but it was weak. Neil suspected the Julia Roberts reference had surprised her.
"Ok, we're all here," Neil said. "Captain Grey, I meant it about only a single gun. We'll use my Beretta. And, Jillybean, lose the encyclopedia. I want your full attention."
"Ipes can still come, right?" she asked holding up the zebra.
"Of course, where would we be without Ipes?"
She cocked her head. "Probably right here. Unless we were somewhere looking for him, like at the edge of an alpine glacier. Did you know that Alpine glaciers begin high up in the mountains? They start in bowl-shaped hollows called cirques. That's what means a circular depression and that's what means like a big round hole, but one that's way up high."
"You're really getting into that encyclopedia," Neil said, heading out into the parking lot. The low, slanted light causing everyone but Deanna to squint.
"Oh I like it a lot. Ipes says I'm getting smarter, and that's good except he keeps saying: I knew that every time we learn something. What's the word for that?"
"It's someone who doesn't know when to shut their trap," Grey said and then bent down and lifted Jillybean's chin until her mouth closed. "That's better."
"Never stop a child from expressing themselves," Deanna chided. "Let her speak if she wants to."
Grey barked out a laugh and climbed into the nearest truck, a Ford F-250.  "She'll be in the backseat with you. It's your funeral."
What Jillybean unleashed on Deanna was amazing to hear, up to a point. After a twenty minute dissertation of everything that began with the letter A, even Deanna couldn't take it. "Is there anything on the radio? Please?"
"I'll check," Neil said as Grey grinned from ear to ear. It was all static.
"That's more soothing than you'd think," Deanna said of the fuzz coming from the speakers. "Maybe turn it up?"
"What happened to freedom of expression?" Grey asked her.
Deanna turned to look out the window, saying, "Some things are overrated, I guess. Hey, look. Another of their billboards. Three miles to the last bridge. I guess it pays to advertise."
"This reminds me of New York," Neil said. "An easy way in and a hard way out." Ram's handsome face flickered on the edge of Neil's mind. The memory of his friend was growing distant. It was sad…He sat up suddenly, realizing that he had felt an emotion.
"What happened in New York?" Deanna asked, nervously.
"I got to sink two boats," Jillybean said. "They went up like shspshsh! It was so fast that Mister Neil almost got killded, only I saved him with a hand grenade. That's what means a little bomb that is really loud and scary. It was cool, 'cept one of the boats had my friend on it but he wasn't really my friend. He was a zombie by then and that was real sad. Right, Mister Neil?"
"Still is sad, it seems," Neil answered, hanging onto the memory of Ram turning. He had been so courageous while Neil had only blubbered like a child.
"You sank a boat?" Deanna asked. "A big boat?"
"Two boats and they were…yes, you helped, Ipes. Ipes wants me to tell you that he was instrumental. That's what means he helped a little."
Captain Grey snapped his fingers and Jillybean quieted immediately. "There's a gate ahead. Let's button it up. Remember, Neil is going to be our spokesman. If someone asks you a question answer with short evasive statements. If you men…you people, I should say, are put in any position that forces you into a conversation, do not divulge our numbers, our weapon status or where we've come from. Try to turn the questions around. We need to know about them, they don't need to know about us."
The highway was wide open and the eastern end of the bridge was coming up fast. It was guarded by a double set of gates. They were twelve feet tall and made of single slabs of six-inch thick metal; the first of these opened as they approached.
"Why's your knee doing that, Mister Fred?" Jillybean asked. His leg was jiggling up and down like a piston.
"Just nervous. Don't worry about it."
"Just nervous is good," she replied. "I thought it might be ataxia that's what means your muscles lose their…"
Grey turned around and glared until she shut her mouth with a little pop sound. "No more ‘A’ words, Jillybean. I'm serious. I will chain you to the roof if I have to and we both know you don't know anything about locks because that's an L word, so zip it."
They drove slowly through the first gate which shut behind them. A voice demanded: "Leave all weapons inside the truck and step out."
"Let's do it," Neil said, sliding out. He tossed his Beretta back in through the open window.
"Now I'm going to need to see your bellybuttons," the voice said. "Lift your shirts and spin in a slow circle. Have the little girl ditch her backpack, please."
Jillybean dropped her pack, did a quick pirouette with her shirt up and then dropped down and unzipped her pack. "All it's got is my stuff. This is string that I use to…"
"Put the pack in the car," the voice said. 
She did so with an air of disappointment.
When the pack was out of sight, the gate opened and four men with drawn guns advanced on them while a fifth came from the side and frisked each of them thoroughly.
The second the frisker gave a thumbs up the weapons were holstered and the gate captain came forward. "Just the five of you? It'll be 250 rounds or 53 gallons of gas, please."
"Actually we don't want to cross the bridge," Neil said. "We'd like to speak to the River King."
"That entails crossing the bridge," the gate captain explained. "It'll be 250 rounds or 53 gallons of gas, please."
"We don't have that on us. We've come looking to negotiate with the River King over a couple of matters." Neil did a quick calculation of the exchange rates in his head and found they didn't have enough for the crossing let alone the amount needed to buy Sadie back. Still, it didn't hurt for him to put out the offer. In all likelihood, it would keep the River King from sending Sadie off to New York, if she wasn't already on the way.
"What are the negotiations about?" the gate captain asked. "Hopefully, not about reducing his rates, the River King hates to be bothered by cheapskates who try to bargain him down. It won't work so don't waste your time."
"No, it's about something else," Neil said, but didn't go on.
The captain folded his arms. "Here's the deal, friend. If you don't tell me exactly what you want, I won't make the call. You see I get my ass reamed whenever some dumb fuck gets past me to bother the king. Soooo…"
"It's about my daughter. She was sent to the River King by a man named Gunner."
"Then you're in luck. The newer girls haven't been shipped off to New York, yet. Probably won't leave for a few more days." The gate captain moved in closer and said in a lower voice, "Between you and me, the River King can be a softy when the mood strikes him. Play up this daughter business and he might let you have her at cost. What's her name? I can put a hold on her so that she isn't touched."
"Sadie Walcott," Neil said. The gate captain's reaction to the name was surprising: he drew back and almost laughed. 
"You're Sadie Walcott's father?"
"Yes. What's so funny?"
"Nothing," the gate captain said with a grin. "Let me make that call for you."
Grey sidled up to Neil. "What the hell was that all about? He seemed to know Sadie's name."
"That was interesting," Fred agreed, "However I couldn't help but notice that you didn't mention the cost of our river crossing. This isn't just about your daughter, you know."
"You should be happy I'm getting us in to see the River King. We'll make our pitch then. Quiet, he's coming back."
"Luck is with you, the king has agreed to see you," the gate captain said. "Follow my car; I'll lead you straight to him."
"Something is way not right about this," Deanna said, climbing up into the back of the truck. 
"I agree," Grey said. "It probably has to do with that turd of a bandit, Gunner. Maybe he got here ahead of us and warned them we were on our way."
Neil followed the gate-captain who was driving a sleek BMW. "It doesn't really matter now, we're committed. We just stick with the game plan…whoa, the bridge has changed. It used to be wide open except for a wall of cars down at the other end." The bridge at Cape Girardeau was half a mile long and had been purposely littered with cars. They were stacked on top of each other at intervals so that their path wove slowly in and out among them.
"Someone should move all these cars," Jillybean mentioned. "All this weaving is making my stomach go icky."
"The cars are here on purpose," Grey told her. “They keep anyone from trying to dash across the bridge or get up enough speed to break down the gates. The way they are positioned…" Now it was Grey's turn to stop in the middle of a sentence. "Look at the water."
Neil knew what he was going to see before he looked: thousands of grey bodies clogging the river. "We went down that in a boat. Me and Sadie and Sarah. It was the scariest thing I ever did."
"Are they still alive?" Deanna asked of the zombies. She couldn't see any of them moving; they were just floating there. "They look dead."
"They’re alive," Neil told her. "And they will attack without hesitation."
Thankfully, the awful sight vanished as they reached the western end of the bridge. Before they came to the second set of gates, they took a right onto what had been a college campus but was now the home of the River King. The campus was not sprawled on acres of land; it consisted of a smattering of very large and unevenly shaped buildings and upon the first a sign read: Holland School of Visual and Performing Arts. 
It might have been a magnificent building of red brick and clear glass at one point, however now, it was covered in flat sheets of wood and looked uninviting. A second building was a three story brick edifice shaped as an ‘L’. It had been a seminary that had been converted by school officials into an art gallery with a recital hall on the top floor—of course all of this had been converted a second time by the River King to suit his dark purposes. Across from that was another ‘L’ shaped building from which people went in and out. Neil guessed that if it hadn't been housing before, it was now.
On the roofs of each, there were sentinels with long rifles and high-tech scopes keeping watch in every direction.
The gate captain parked in front of the first building and led the group inside; behind them, seemingly from out of nowhere a group of men followed. They were formidable in appearance and carried their weapons openly. The gate captain pretended not to notice them.
"Shit," Fred breathed. "We are so fucked. If Gunner did get here before us, what's to stop the River King from wrapping us up and sending us back to him?"
"Money," Neil replied. "And the promise of more money." He hoped.
Grey hushed them as they went through the main doors and were met by more of the armed men. They were frisked a second time and then ushered around a bend of the building which must have afforded a wonderful view of the river before the apocalypse. Now the only view was of dim plywood. Barely any light filtered down causing the entire building to sit in an awful gloom. Only one room shed light and it was to it they were hustled. 
The River King was not at all what Neil had been expecting. His mind had pictured a pirate of a man right down to the bandana on his head and a hooped ring through his ear. Instead the River King was dressed casually in blue jeans and a button up white shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled to the elbows. His hair was black and his eyes dark. He was slim of build and only of average height, in other words not at all intimidating. 
He gazed at each in turn and when the gate captain tried to speak he held up a single finger and silenced the man. "There's really no need for introductions, Andy. The reputation of at least three of these people precedes them. This is the infamous and seemingly invincible Neil Martin."
Neil blinked, not at all expecting the words that had been uttered. The River King smiled with his advantage. "Weren't you bitten by a zombie? Chained to a ferryboat that sank in the East River? Captured by bandits and set to fight a giant in the arena?"
"Yeah, I guess," Neil said, taken back.
"And this has to be the indomitable Captain Grey," the River King said, looking up at the tall army officer.
"I see you can read a name tag," Grey said, gruffly. "I'm so impressed."
The king nodded as if expecting just this sort of response. "Perhaps I should have called you the 'heroic' Captain Grey. You're one of the new Knights of the Round Table out of Colorado, unafraid of anything, even three hundred to one odds it seems," said the king, alluding to Grey's attack on New Eden.
Grey only grunted in reply. Then the River King turned toward Jillybean; her brows went up and she leaned slightly away. "You could only be Jillybean," he said, bending at the waist to inspect her closely. "Not only cute as a button, you're a genius as well."
"If that's what means real smart then I'm not," Jillybean said. "I'm only in the middle of the letter A."
For just a second doubt swept his face, but the River King rallied. "You're smart enough to build your own zombie army, and you were smart enough to outwit a deadly assassin. Speaking of which, did any of you check her bag?"
The backpack always seemed like such a part of her that no one had noticed her put it back on when they got out of the truck. The armed men had thought her harmless and hadn't bothered to frisk her; they sheepishly shook their heads. The River King rolled his eyes and tugged the pack from her shoulders and began to dig through it, pulling out all sorts of things.
"That's my string for tying stuff," Jillybean said as the River King dropped the spool on the table. "And that's wood glue for gluing. And a can opener for…"
"I know," the River King said. "You don't have to explain every item, only this one." He held up a small .25 caliber pistol.
"That's for...just in case," she said in the hushed tones of fear. "But how did you know?" The River King only smiled maliciously before aiming the .25 at a spot between Neil and Grey. 
Neil tried not to flinch. "You must have spoken to Gunner," he said. "He probably overheard me when I was talking to the other prisoners."
"Wrong Papa Neil," the River King said, turning the pistol to point square into Neil's face. "Gunner, though useful, is an idiot. If he had believed all these wild tales about you he would have killed you right away. Hell, anyone who believes these tales would be smart to kill you." Very deliberately, he slid his finger around the trigger of the little gun.
It looked almost like a toy in the River King's hands, however Neil knew that it was indeed deadly. He blanched ever so slightly as the trigger slowly drew back.
With the trigger half pulled, Jillybean suddenly laughed and said, "I get it now! That was quite a gooder puzzle Mister River King, sir."
"What puzzle?" he asked, without varying the aim of the gun.
"I know how you know all that stuff. You're Sadie's real father." The River King slid his eyes to the little girl, lifting only a single brow, while everyone else gaped at her. Jillybean ignored them and went on explaining, "There are lots of clues. The only person who knows all that stuff is Sadie and I know Sadie pretty well on account that we are sisters. She would never blab all that stuff about us to someone who captured her or was gonna be mean to her. She's stubborn. That's what means she won't just blab. The only way she would tell you is if she liked you or trusted you and she wouldn't trust a stranger especially a stranger like you. So you must not be a stranger."
"Maybe I'm just nice," he said.
"Nope," Jillybean said confidently. "The first giveaway was how your men reacted when Mister Neil said he was Sadie's father. First they all knew the name, which I don't think would be normal for any other girl brought to you by Gunner, and second they were shocked looking but like they were in on a joke. They thought it was funny there was someone else pretending to be Sadie's dad."
"Anything else?"
"Yes, you look like her. A lot like her."
"You don't miss a thing, do you?" asked the River King. He cocked his arm, pointing the gun to the ceiling and smiled widely at Jillybean.
"I miss my mom and dad and pizza," replied Jillybean honestly. "And Ipes misses cookies."
"You're her real father?" Neil asked looking closely into the River King's face. With the dark hair and eyes, the resemblance was definitely there. "She said you were dead."
The River King's smile grew tight. "Maybe she only wished I was. When she was growing up, I wasn't a good father and when all this shit started going down I was on the west coast, high as a kite, and didn't come down for a week. I tried to get back to her, but this is as far as I made it."
"I'd like to see her," Neil said. "Where is she being kept?"
"She's not being kept anywhere. You act like I would chain my own daughter up somewhere in a dungeon!" The River King said, feigning surprise. "No, she's free to come and go as she pleases, at least she has been for the last two days. Before that she was a wild cat and would have liked nothing more than to scratch my eyes out."
"What changed?" Grey asked.
"Gunner arrived all in a huff, talking how this crazy man had half an army and was on his way to carve me up." The River King's smile widened and he began chuckling. "Sorry, it's funny, because he meant you, Neil."
Neil wasn't amused. "And then what happened?" he asked, dryly.
"I let Sadie go," he answered, simply. "However she decided to stay, especially when I told her that I would welcome the man who had kept my daughter safe all these months." Surprisingly, the River King laid a hand on Neil's shoulder, looked him square in the eye, and said, "Thank you."
After all the snide remarks and the half-sinister smiles, Neil couldn't believe what he was hearing and when he spoke next it came out as a confused question, "You're welcome?"



Chapter 26
Deanna Russell
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
Neil looked taken in by an apology that Deanna thought was fishy as hell. If the River King had been at all sincere, why had he gone to such lengths to freak them out beforehand? It didn't seem to fit. 
By the look of his flinty eyes it seemed Captain Grey agreed with her assessment. Fred Trigg was his complete opposite; his relief was so obvious it was a little embarrassing. Jillybean reacted to the apology…well the little girl was her usual unnerving self. She was as placid as a duck on a calm lake and yet there was absolutely no telling what was going on beneath the surface in that head of hers.
Deanna didn't know what to think of the little girl. There had been more incredible rumors about her circulating throughout the camp than anyone and a couple of them were clearly believed to be true by the River King. Dee, turned her head slightly to look at Jillybean, thinking: had she really created an army of zombies? And if so, how?
Just then Sadie walked in. Deanna had never seen her before, however her resemblance to the River King was uncanny: short dark hair, spiked in all directions, dark eyes that hid more than they showed, and a smile that was equal parts mocking and mirth.
"It took you long enough to get here, Neil," she said. "Did you get lost? Or were you and Jillybean off having adventures without me?"
Neil didn't answer; he crushed her in an embrace. Jillybean, dancing next to them, answered for him, "Mister Neil didn't do nothing…oh, right Ipes, I mean Mister Neil didn't do anything. It was all me and Mister Captain Grey, though mostly it was me. I got to drive a truck and I smashed it into this store…"
"Not now, Jillybean," Grey said, covering her running mouth. "Go give Sadie a hug."
Instead of hugging her, the little girl put out her right hand with her pinky sticking out. Sadie hooked it with her own pinky and smiled down at her. "You have to be my sister if you're still getting in trouble."
"Yes, I'm your sister, but I'm not getting in so much trouble. It's Ipes who's always going to time-out. You wanna know what he said about the River King?"
"Not right now," Sadie said, quickly, and she too covered the little girl's mouth. She turned to her father with a quick explanation. "Ipes is her zebra. It's nothing."
There was just the slightest hint of fear in her voice. Deanna was sure that if she spoke the same fear would be heard in her words as well. Being around so many men set her nerves on edge. They intimidated her. Other than Neil they were all so big and most of them had an air of violence surrounding them. In other words they were just like the men who had held her captive as a sex slave for the last six months.
Suddenly, she missed her shotgun. It was her great equalizer.
After explaining about Ipes, Sadie moved on and hugged Grey, who returned it in a formal manner, his eyes and vigilance never wavering from the men around him. "Glad to see you're doing so well," he told her.
The River King watched all this wearing a blank expression—unsurprised and certainly unmoved. "Now that the ersatz reunion is out of the way, we should probably talk business," he intoned, going to a large desk and seating himself behind it. "You wish to cross my bridge?"
Neil nodded. "Straight forward. I like that. Yes, we have a large group…"
"Heading to Colorado," the River King stated as fact.
"Yes, we're going to Colorado. There are about sixty three of us and I was hoping we could work out a deal for the crossing."
When Neil mentioned the number sixty three the River King's eyes flicked to Deanna. Now, he said, casually, "You've picked up a few more strays I see." He smirked at Neil's puzzlement. "Don't be so surprised. It's my job to know everything that happens on or near the shores of my river. I knew how many slaves Gunner was keeping for himself and I knew how many people were in this guy's group," he said, gesturing to Fred.
"And I knew that the Colonel had a bit of a jail break a few days ago. He lost thirty something of his finest women," he said eyeing Deanna closer now. She shivered but managed to keep her jaw from shaking by pressing her lips hard together. Would the River King send her back to The Island? Would he buy her from Neil to keep for himself? Suddenly her chest grew tight with the idea that the River King could see through the dark glasses on her face; she averted her gaze, putting a hand to her glasses and pushing them further up her slim nose.
"Yes…," the River King said in a long breath and looking to Neil again. "It's quite a pack of fugitives you've managed to cobble together, Neil. I don't know if 'impressive' is the right word, but it is what it is."
Neil bristled, "Meaning what?"
"Meaning I have a wonderful deal for you. I will let you all cross for free but only if you make Sadie stay here with me."
"Make?" Sadie practically shouted. "He can't make me do anything and neither can you."
The River King scoffed at this. "Actually I can make you do anything I want, given enough leverage. You just showed me how much you care for these people. I could threaten them and you would be forced to stay in order to protect them, but I want you to see reason. And you too, Neil. From here to the Rockies is nine hundred miles of insane danger. Remember the old stories about the buffalo covering the Great Plains like locusts? That's how it is with the stiffs. They are everywhere!"
"We can take care of ourselves," Neil shot back. He was trying to appear tough however a little color had slipped from his cheeks. 
"Based on what evidence?" the River King asked. "According to my daughter, you go from danger to danger, putting yourself in idiotic positions and barely getting out of each alive." He held up his hand and began ticking off fingers: "Julia was murdered a hundred miles from here. You go to New York where Ram gets turned into a zombie. You go all the way back down south only to lose Sarah and Nico. And now you can't go two hundred miles without the need to be rescued from that idiot Gunner by a kindergartner!"
His argument was so compelling that Neil said, sheepishly, "You should let Sadie decide for herself."
"I would but she has a terrible habit of making poor decisions in her choice of friends and, once she makes a friend she then is instantly loyal to them. She can't see straight in this, Neil. That's why I'm counting on you to help me."
"Don't talk like I'm not right here!"Sadie shouted. "And maybe if you had ever been there for me in my life I might have turned out different."
"Yes, I know I was an ass," the River King said. "But right now I'm just trying to help you see what a mistake this is. You have a great place here. We are nearly a thousand strong. It's safe and it has a future."
"A future selling slaves?" Sadie demanded. Her tongue was like acid and her dark eyes flashed. "And the Arena? You deal in death! I want no part of it."
The River King smiled sadly and acknowledged, "I do deal in death…for now. Once the country stabilizes, the bridge will not only make us rich, it will keep us rich. But in the meantime we have to survive somehow. If I took away these, er, other forms of revenue, people would leave and I would be left trying to defend this bridge with just a handful. I'd be no safer than any of you."
"It would be better than the alternative," Grey said. "You know, just because the country has fallen, it doesn't mean heaven has fallen as well, or hell for that matter."
The River King gave him a tepid smile. "Thanks for the sermon, Father. I will worry about heaven later. For now, I have my hands full trying to keep my daughter from running off again."
They had hit an impasse and silence descended on them. Deanna didn't think much of Sadie's chances of finishing the trip to Colorado. The River King looked like a man who got what he wanted no matter the expense.
Jillybean raised her hand, and her native intelligence was held in such high esteem that everyone, including the armed guards, leaned in to listen as she piped out the question: "If you're the River King, wouldn't that make Sadie the River Princess? How come she doesn't have a crown or a dress? She should have the big type of dress that's all poofy on the underneath."
This made the River King smile. "This is also my fault. I used to think I was such a tough guy back when I was younger. I'd dress all in black and swagger about trying to be cool. Sadie picked it up."
Jillybean held up her zebra and said "Ipes thinks you should wear a dress, maybe just for a day or two and then maybe Sadie would wear one, too."
The River King was about to respond when Sadie said, "I'm going to Colorado, one way or the other. A real father wouldn't want his daughter part of any of this you have going on. A real father would help me get to Colorado if he thought the trip was so dangerous."
At this, the River King bowed his head in thought while everyone remained quiet; Captain Grey put his large rough hand over Jillybean's mouth. Eventually, the River King looked up. "You can go," he said. "But I will have to charge you all the full bridge fare."
"What?" Sadie cried in outrage.
Neil put his hand out to her and then addressed the River King, "You know this will just make crossing the country that much harder."
"Yes. And I also know that I just paid ten thousand to buy her safety, something you couldn't manage, Neil. And now you want me to throw away another three thousand on top of that? Hell no. I need to make some of that back somehow." He leaned back, thinking for a moment, with a frown on his face. Then his expression brightened suddenly. "But I'm not all bad. I can at least feed you a meal before you go. Let's have some brunch. Boys clear the room and have some food brought up."
The armed men left and as soon as they did, the River King ran his fingers through his raven hair, giving the fugitives a tired look. "You guys put me in a ridiculous position in front of my men. Don't you know my reputation? I don't haggle over my fee. Ever. If it got out that I did it will lead to trouble."
"What are you saying?" Neil asked. 
"I'm saying I will help you if you promise not to mention this to anyone. Here's the deal. You'll pay the full fee so that everyone sees and then I'll have the equivalent set out on the road in a Rider truck a couple of miles west of here. Nothing could be simpler unless you don't have the fee. Please, tell me you have the fee."
"Yes," Neil said. "We do. But I can't believe you're just going to…"
"Give it back? Yes. I can't believe it either, but I find myself caring more for my little girl now than I have since she was born. I would do anything for her."
This surprising admission turned Deanna's head. One moment she was hating the man and feeling vulnerable right down to her core, and the next, she was feeling a sudden pang of despair and it was a shock for to realize the source: the memory of her own father. This was the sort of thing Mike Russell would've done for her. 
"Thank you," Neil said. "We really appreciate this." His words were slow and filled with emotion. They seemed to twist the River King's mind back to square and he smiled like a pirate.
"Don't thank me yet. You might piss me off during brunch and then I'll have to have you killed."
No one died during brunch, though the River King had his patience tested by Captain Grey who quizzed him on every subject concerning his petty kingdom. From the arena, to slavery in general, to what pacts, if any, he had made with the other little groups of humans scattered about the country.
Deanna said nothing at all, not trusting herself to speak. Frankly she didn't know how to act around men now that she was a free person. Somehow she had been seated next to the River King with Fred Trigg on her other side. They spoke right across her as if she wasn't even there. 
She could tell Trigg disliked her although they hadn't spoken more than a few words to each other. He knew what she had been, so for him nothing else mattered. The same was true with the River King who, though never actually speaking to her, included her in the conversation in a physical way, touching her constantly both above and below the table. She was on the verge of screaming at him but was afraid to make a scene and ruin any chance they had of getting across the river. Like her old pathetic self, she sat there and endured his wandering hands submissively.
With all her heart she wished she were sitting across the table where Jillybean was as animated and happy as any little girl had a right to be. She was in a four-way discussion with Sadie, Neil, and Ipes and spoke not only for the zebra but frequently for the others as well. They didn't seem to mind, they were a family again, needing only Eve to complete the unit. Deanna was horribly jealous and was happy when the meal ended.
"We don't open the gates at night, so don't be slow getting back," the River King said, as he walked them to their truck. The activity on the campus had picked up, with a stream of people steadily coming through a gate that led in from the rest of the city. The River King wasn't exaggerating about having a thousand people; the small campus was becoming crowded and strangely loud. None in Neil's group was used to it.
"That's why we lock the gates," the River King remarked. "The stiffs start to get amped up later in the day. Oh...I forgot. I do have one stipulation to our deal. I want Sadie to stay with me until you get back. She'll meet you on this side of the bridge." Sadie started to argue, but he was firm. "Something could happen. Besides you're leaving again. I want to spend some more time with you."
Reluctantly, it was agreed that Sadie would wait for them on the west side of the bridge. There was a quick goodbye and then the group was heading back east as fast as Neil dared. No one spoke even after they cleared the bridge, only Deanna made any sound: she breathed a sigh of relief.
The news that the River King would help them, gave the afternoon a celebratory feel as though they had made the hardest part of the journey already and all that was left was a quick dash across the country. Neil used their excitement to his advantage. They were a few hundred gallons of fuel short of their goal and he sent them out in teams of five to knock holes in every gas tank they could find.
Deanna worked as hard as any of them. More than anything she wanted to put the Mississippi River behind her. For her it would be a virtual cleansing of her past. She vowed that from the moment she set foot on the far bank she would never cower before any man, no matter what the circumstances.
By four in the afternoon the teams started returning and there was a general feel of excitement as the trucks were loaded up. Deanna climbed into the cab of the five-ton and was taken aback to find Captain Grey sitting behind the wheel.
"Hope you don't mind," he said. "But if Kay keeps driving this thing, she'll grind the gears down to dust."
How quick her vow to be strong wavered! Just like that, her hands shook as she reached for her seatbelt and her lips trembled. She didn't know if she was angry or afraid, or both. Her insides felt like they were churning out competing emotions, each striving against the other, none victorious. Worried that this would show on her pale features, she dug out the sun glasses again.
Grey smiled, seeing them, not realizing how she took the simple gesture. Did the smile mean he was laughing at her on the inside? Was it contempt on his lips? Or was the smile his way of showing his superiority? Showing that as a man he had nothing to fear in this terrible world.
His smile faltered. "I was going to mention Julia Roberts again, but you don't look up for it. What's wrong? Did I do something to offend you?"
"No. Just drive."
He made a sound that was somewhere between a scoffing grunt and a huff of apathy. She thought for sure it was going to be a long ride, but then her door opened and there was little Jillybean. She didn't wait for an invitation. She commenced to climb in, and then without pause crawled over Deanna.
"Can I ride up here with you two?" she asked, once she was settled between the two adults. "The ladies in the back all want to fix my hair or something. Also driving was harder than it looked and I wanted to know what I was doing wrong."
"To start with you had sticks tied to your legs," Grey told her. "And secondly, you're too young to drive."
"Naw, that's not it. I think I'm too short to drive."
"You're too something," Grey replied, sounding cranky. Jillybean didn't seem to either notice or care what the soldier's mood was. She simply gave him a disarming smile and began to ask questions: "Why's there an extra pedal? What's all those numbers mean? How do you turn on the wiper-thingies?" And so on.
Deanna was glad for the buffer and even more glad that Jillybean wouldn't shut up. It meant she wasn't going to be forced into small talk, something she wasn't prepared to do. Ever since joining the larger group she had kept to the women, finding men unbearable to be around. She saw in their every move and every word some trick to expose any weakness, any little tell, that signaled she was inferior.
A part of her knew she was being paranoid, however the larger part didn't care and had given in to the paranoia. She watched from the corner of her eye and listened to the little girl and the gruff soldier talk, looking for the subtle put-downs she was sure he would voice, or the thinly veiled insinuations of his superiority, but they never came.
All through the sixteen mile ride Jillybean chirped hers and Ipes' questions and Grey replied: cranky at first because he wasn't one to talk much, but gradually became more tolerant and as he grew used to the interrogation he began to expound on the entire process of driving. Deanna was amazed to see that the two of them respected each other, going so far as to view the other as an equal. And if that wasn't incredible enough, it appeared that Grey was the more vulnerable.
After dodging the truck around a crater-like pothole and seeing the highway clear far ahead, Grey said, "You can practice steering if you want to. You could sit on my lap."
"No thank you," Jillybean said, quickly.
It was there for only a flash, but Deanna saw hurt register in his eyes and for a few minutes the dominant personality in the car was not the West Point graduate, but the seven-year-old. 
"My dad drove me like that before and I don't think it would right," she said, letting him down easily.
"I guess I understand," Grey said, kindly. "Was your dad a good man?"
"Yes. He was the bestest person ever," Jillybean remarked. "And the bravest."
Grey nodded. "I'm sure he was." This little exchange had Deanna doubting her paranoia.
The fugitives, in their convoy of trucks, gained the bridge gates and were admitted far more quickly than before. The gate captain took control of the bridge crossing fee, which Neil had loaded in a separate truck and, just like that, the secondary gates were opened and they drove onto the bridge.
At first the going was slow. The five-ton truck could barely squeeze past all the cars obstructing the road and more than once there was a scrape of metal followed by a curse from Grey. This lasted until they were halfway across and then the road opened up completely.
"That's different," Grey remarked.
"That's better!" Jillybean said. "Weaving all around makes my stomach hurt and so does being in this sort of truck. It smells like the army and that's not goodest sort of smell if you ask me."
Absently, Grey corrected her in a slow voice, "That's not best sort of smell." His attention was focused far down at the other end of the bridge. "Something's not right. There are vehicles heading this..."
He stomped on the brake suddenly and the truck shuddered to a halt. Deanna could hear worry and fear in the voices of the passengers in the back that echoed her own fear. Grey grabbed his M4 and swung out of the truck. After looking back the way they had come, his face sank.
"It's a trap," he said. "The River King is going to make his money back after all."
Deanna climbed down to see the bad news for herself. Grey was right, they were being hemmed in by frightful looking army vehicles each with a giant looking black gun on top. All her worst fears came rushing back to overwhelm her: she'd be passed around from man to man, gang-raped, beaten, and shackled before being sold back to the Colonel, where he would hang her by her thumbs over the river to be eaten alive by the zombies.
Understandably, she began to hyperventilate; her head started to spin and her legs suddenly felt too weak to hold her up. Grey caught her before she fell. For a second she felt safe and warm, but then her mind kicked in and she hissed, "Don't touch me, you filthy pig."
He didn't speak though his jaw worked like he wanted to.
Neil came rushing up, holding Eve in his arms. "What the hell is this?" he demanded. "He reneged on his deal? But…but why?" No one had an answer. They just stared in disbelief as the River King's men piled out of the vehicles and got in position to fight. 
Their choices seemed to be either surrender or be slaughtered. Neil turned in desperation to Jillybean who stood holding her zebra tucked under one arm—she looked more annoyed than afraid. "Jillybean? Can you see a way out of this?"
"Do these sort of trucks float?" she asked. "We could drive it off the bridge and float downriver, if they do."
"They don't float," Grey told her. He glanced down the bridge where the River King's men were taking up positions, and grunted. "But we do." He went to the rail and looked down at the Mississippi where the zombies drifted lazily by.
"I'm jumping," he said, sliding his M4 across his back. 
"Are you crazy?" Neil asked. "That's like jumping from six floors up...and...and, you do see there are zombies all over the place, right? Grey, I've been in that river. They'll swarm you in seconds."
"What are my choices, Neil? We can't fight; they have at least two, 50 caliber machine guns, we wouldn't stand a chance. If I'm captured I'll be forced to battle in the arena. Think of how many innocent people I'll kill." Grey shook his head disgustedly.
Just then a bullhorn sounded from the west end of the bridge. "Lay down your weapons and come forward in single file."
Neil raised a polite finger to them and said, "Just a second."
"You should tell them to go fuck themselves," Grey said in an angry, low tone. He was staring at the water and Deanna could see the intense fury in his eyes that was driving him.
"Don't do it, Grey," Neil said. "It's not worth..."
Right in the middle of his sentence Grey climbed up on the rail, paused for half a second and then dove. Everyone, including some of the River King's men, rushed to the edge of the bridge to watch him strike the river only a few feet from a zombie. In seconds the beasts were swarming all over him. He went down and didn't come back up.
The bridge was altogether quiet for the span of a minute as everyone stared down at the black water. 
"Grey, damn it," Neil said in a voice that cracked. He grabbed his face with both hands and squeezed as hard as he could and hissed. "Son of a bitch! No one else jump! Get away from the rail, all of you." It seemed like a silly order; no one looked like they had the least interest in jumping. 
Yet looks could be deceiving. Everyone huddled together, many crying, all stunned by this reversal of fortune, each knowing all too well what was in store for them. They were listless and dull-eyed, looking like sheep penned up for slaughter. The newly escaped women prisoners were the worst. A few were on the cement curled up, unable to will their bodies to move.
Only Deanna showed emotion beyond fear. There was a spark of hope in her eyes. Grey had drawn so many zombies to him that there was a huge section of the river clear of them, an area plenty large enough for her to jump into—if she had the mental strength to do so. It should have been easy for her; what lay below was absolutely terrifying and yet her destiny at the end of the bridge was far, far worse.
She turned to Jillybean who was staring at the water, her eyes flicking at each floating body, searching for Captain Grey's corpse among them. "The trick is not to look down, right?" Deanna asked her.
"No, the trick is not getting eated."
"Yeah," Deanna replied. "That too."
She grabbed her shotgun and jumped up on the rail and froze in place; the river seemed so dreadfully far away. She had never in her life been that high up without stout walls or strong glass keeping her safe. Fear paralyzed her, turning her grip to iron and she might have stayed there, clinging to the metal cable until the River King's men came and got her, but Neil tried to grab her and pull her back. It was the catalyst she needed: a man trying to touch her, trying to interfere with her decisions. She let go and stepped off the rail out into nothing, allowing gravity to take over.
The wind shot up her body, whistling in her ears, chilling her and turning her flesh stiff and brittle so that when she finally struck the water, after what seemed to her like a fearfully long time, it felt like her skin broke like glass. Pain along every inch of her was immediate and shocking. The shotgun was ripped from her grasp with such force that the fingers on her left hand felt like they were torn from their sockets.
A second after she hit, she was twelve feet below the surface of the river and sinking fast. The stunning pain in her body gave way to the natural fear of drowning and she began kicking hard to the surface. From below she saw the wallowing, half-dead corpses begin to turn toward where she had hit. In an instant she saw what would happen: they would swarm and overwhelm her, tearing chunks out of her flesh even as she drowned.
Panic lent her strength.
Deanna fought to the surface, took a huge breath and then began swimming as fast as she could for the western bank which wasn't far off. From behind, zombies surged after her while ahead more converged, swimming slowly with awkward undulations. She wasn't a great swimmer by any measure, but she was far better than the zombies and was able to slip through the closing ring and slog her way close to the river bank.
Twenty yards away from it, her foot was just able to touch the river bottom which consisted of a million years of sludge and muck; that foot sank up to her ankle and would not budge from the suction. It held her as tight as if she had stepped in quick drying cement. On the plus side, she was able to keep her head out of the water; on the downside, her head, just out of the water was a magnet for zombies. Despite her predicament, screams from above drew her attention. The fugitives were pointing up stream at the most fearsome zombie Deanna had ever seen.
It was huge and broad, every inch of it covered in muck and mud as if it had just surfaced from the bottom of the river from a hundred year hibernation. It came on faster than the others, too.
Deanna ducked under the water and began clawing at the mud holding her ankle in place. It was free in seconds and then she was swimming like mad downstream, but too late. The zombie caught hold of her left boot and dragged her back, reeling her in like she was a two-pound bass. She went wild with fear, kicking at the monster with her other foot and thrashing around until it lost its grip.
Once again she turned for the river bank, only to see that the delay had doomed her. There was a crowd of zombies between her and land, while just downstream another hundred beasts fought the current to get at her. She was trapped with the biggest and the meanest right behind her. Its breath was loud and its moan was like a warning to the rest to leave him to his feast. 
She had no chance whatsoever, yet instinct made her try. She tried to dodge back out into the river, but it caught her arm and spun her around. She tried to scream, but it shot out a filthy hand and gripped her around the throat. She tried to breath, but it pulled her under the black water of the Mississippi.
Much later and miles downstream, she would slog out of the water, unrecognizable to the world, her moan joining with the other zombies in a hellacious chorus.



Chapter 27
Neil Martin
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
Neil's heart was in his throat when Captain Grey dove into the river. It seemed to die there when his friend didn't surface from beneath the hundreds of zombies that rushed in. And when Deanna went in next, he couldn't even watch. He went back to the second truck in line to get Eve's bottle and baby-bag. Then he was ready to surrender.
"Anyone else want to jump?" he asked. No one looked up. "Then let's go. If you have weapons drop them.
"Maybe we should fight," Michael Gates suggested.
A smile of pained, rueful amusement broke across Neil's face. All Michael's group had ever done was run and hide, and now that they were surrounded, with fifty assault rifles pointed their way and no chance to live, he wanted to fight? "Wait until I'm off the bridge, if you don't mind."
"You call this leadership?" Trigg asked. "This is what we voted for? Did we vote just to be led into a trap?"
Neil sighed. "You want to be leader, Fred? Fine, you're the new leader. So…what's your big plan to get us out of here, Fred? Or is complaining all you're going to do?" Trigg began to mumble. "That's what I thought," Neil said. "Let's go, people. They're starting to get antsy."
"Hands up. Hands up," the man with the bullhorn demanded. "Let's see those hands!"
The fugitives walked the remaining hundred yards, some docilely, others stiffly, their anger or fear making them aggressive. Jillybean walked holding Neil's hand, looking around as if she was at the zoo. "I want you to find away to escape, Jillybean," Neil told her. "Maybe not right now, but whenever the opportunity presents itself."
"Ok, sure. And I want you to escape, too, Mister Neil. And bring Eve and Sadie along. That way we can be a family again. Tell me, how long can you hold your breath?"
"Jillybean now's not the time…"
"I can only hold my breath for like, half a minute or so, but Captain Grey has to be able to hold his breath for like two or three minutes. I never saw where he came up and that's what means he swam way far down the river. He can be part of our family, too when we all escape."
No one saw where Grey had come up, because he hadn't. Even then there were soldiers working their rifle scopes up and down the banks, searching for him. Neil knew they wouldn't find him, at least not in the traditional sense of being alive. It was a nasty, terrible thought and for some insane reason he wasn't experiencing a single emotion he could tie to his friend's death. 
As always, he was blank inside.
Except for Eve, who was taken from Neil, and Jillybean, the fugitives were thoroughly searched, stripped down to their underwear and generally handled roughly. Their hands were bound by zip-ties and then they were prodded off the bridge and toward the three story brick building. Before they reached it, Neil was pulled out of line and given his clothes back.
"Where's he going?" Trigg asked, suspiciously. "Did you make a side deal with the River King? Have you traded all our lives for yours?"
"Tell him to shut up," Neil suggested to one of the guards. "And if he doesn't, no one will be too upset if he gets some of his teeth knocked out."
"Maybe I'll knock your teeth out, pipsqueak," one of the guards said to Neil.
Emotionless, Neil said, "Maybe, and maybe you know who I'm about to go see, and maybe when I'm done I won't be tied up and maybe I'll have my gun back and maybe I'll find you and shoot you in the face."
He had said all this with such a dead pan, matter-of-factness that the guard only muttered, "Maybe."
As Neil expected, they brought him before the River King. "No need to glare like that, Neil," he said coming forward with a knife. He stopped right in front of Neil. "You put your trust in a man who sells slaves for goodness sakes. You really shouldn't be surprised." The knife wasn't any sort of threat to Neil, in fact he was all "threated" out. When he didn't react to the knife, the River King gave him a grin and cut his hands free.
Neil rubbed his wrists, saying, "The amount of evil in some people always surprises me, but then again so does their stupidity. People will find out what you did. How do you think it will affect your bottom line when they find out you can't be trusted? Who will dare to cross your bridge when it gets out that innocent people are…"
"But you aren't innocent," the River King spat. "All of you are fugitives from a form of territorial justice. You, Neil are the property of an upstanding citizen named Gunner. Just like all those hot young women you picked up belong to my friend, the Colonel. You see? Rather than destroying trust, I'm building alliances and that's what this world needs right now: stable city-states that can grow and prosper. It's really the only hope for mankind."
 A lot of choice words came to Neil's mind, but he did not give in to the temptation of voicing them. Instead, he only asked, "So why are you telling me this? Am I supposed to forgive you? Is that what you want? Or do you just need me to agree that, yes, you are the world's greatest humanitarian, saving the world one execution at a time."
"No, don't be silly. I don't care about your opinion of me, but I do care about Sadie's. As you might expect, she did not take the news of your re-capture very well. In fact I had to tie her up. She's like her mother when it comes to her temper. It's one of the reasons why I left in the first place."
"You want me to help her to like you?" Neil had to laugh at this and it was some minutes before he bothered to control himself.
"I am serious," the River King said. "And it would be for her own good. She has two choices: one, she makes life unbearable for me until I ship her off to that fucking Russian in New York who will skin her alive, or two, she realizes that what I did was really to protect her from an ill-thought out adventure across the country."
Neil blinked at what he was hearing. "You do realize that what you are saying to her is that you protected her and if she doesn't acknowledge and appreciate it you'll kill her."
"No, that's what I'm saying to you. She won't know about New York until her behavior makes it necessary for her to know about New York, which, with your help, hopefully won't ever happen."
Neil was thoughtful for moment, brooding over everything that had happened that day. When he looked up to the River King it was with calculating eyes. "I want something out of this deal."
"You're helping to save Sadie. Don't you think that is something?"
"I'm talking about something for me, not for both of us," Neil insisted. "I want Eve and Jillybean to go free."
"No way! Jillybean will be worth a fortune in New York and I'm willing to bet what's left of those idiot Believers would pay quite a bit for the baby."
"Then just Jillybean," Neil replied. He knew exactly what the one quality the little girl possessed that would make her so valuable in the slave market of New York, and it wasn't her intelligence. Her virginity would be auctioned off and she would end up a sex slave at the age of seven. Eve, on the other hand, would be revered, making it an easy choice to ask for Jilly's freedom.
"No," the River King said. 
"Good luck with your daughter, then. I suspect you will need it," Neil replied, calmly.
The king's brows knit together in anger for the duration of a few beats of his heart, but then he smiled. "You drive a hard bargain. Fine, I'll free Eve. Sadie will watch her. That should keep her calm if anything will."
Neil took what he could get. "Eve it is."
Their pact sealed, Sadie was carried in and not only was she bound hand and foot, she was gagged as well. Still she bucked and grunted.
The River King rolled his eyes. "Enough with the theatrics! Neil wants to talk some sense into you. So if you'll settle down we can…Jesus!" Far from settling down she went more berserk, thrashing so much that her guards dropped her.
"Sadie, stop," Neil commanded, looking her square in the face. She stopped immediately. "Your fath…I mean the River King is releasing Eve to you. It will be up to you to raise her." Her dark eyes narrowed and she made a single grunt.
"I told him I would talk to you for him if he did." She started to shake her head angrily and he added, "I'd like our last conversation to be a pleasant one."
This did the trick. She slumped and allowed the chains to be taken off. Immediately she began cursing at the River King, but Neil stopped her with one quiet word. "Sarah."
"What about her?" Sadie shouted.
"Sarah taught you how to be a lady," Neil told her. At this she wanted to turn her anger on Neil, but he gave her a warning look. When she bit back the choice words she was about to spit out, Neil gave the River King a look. "I want to talk to her in private. Don't worry, we aren't going to conspire to escape."
The River King smirked. "I'm not worried about that. You've seen the double fence. That inner one is electrified at night and during the day every inch of it is under surveillance."
"Then leaving the room won't be a problem," Neil said with a gesture to the door. 
The second they were out of the room, Sadie flung her arms around Neil and apologized over and over. "I should never have trusted him. I thought he loved me. I thought…he paid all that money for me. I thought it would mean something."
"Don't blame yourself, blame him."
"Oh, I do," she said. She began to pace, stretching out her slim legs. "I blame him for everything and I'm so pissed I could spit."
"Well don't spit," Neil advised. "And don't curse and don't be a pain in the butt."
"What? Are you on crack? Did you see what happened to Captain Grey? He never came up, Neil! They had binoculars. They were watching all the way down the river. He never came up." She began crying and her heavy mascara began to run down her face so that it appeared she were crying ink.
"I saw," Neil said, searching unsuccessfully for an emotion. "Grey took chances; it was his way."
"His way?" she snarled. "It wasn't his way, it was my father's way. We were betrayed, stabbed in the back, and yet you want me to be a good little girl? Fuck that!"
"He's planning on shipping you back to New York, back to Yuri if you can't control yourself. We both know what that means." Sadie stood, stunned with her tongue glued to the roof of her mouth. Neil was glad at least this had gotten through to her. "So yes, I want you to be the good little girl. Show your anger at first, but gradually hide it. Store up good will. Squirrel away anything useful and when the time is right, escape. Take Eve and make a run for Colorado."
"And what about you?"
He shrugged, feeling completely indifferent to his fate. "I don't think you should worry about me anymore. Maybe I'll get lucky. I have so far." The images of Ram as a zombie, Sarah's burnt and battered body, and Grey being swarmed, flashed across his mind. He shook them away. "I'll meet you in Colorado."
Sadie wasn't fooled. "You've given up, haven't you? Sarah died and you just stopped caring. That's how come you were able to send Jillybean off alone to rescue Captain Grey and how you were able to leave Eve hanging in a tree!"
"They were the right decisions. It shouldn't matter how I arrived at them."
"Right or wrong, they were decisions made by a cold-blooded man."
The old Neil would've taken offence at that. This Neil, deflected the statement. "We aren't supposed to be talking about me right now."
"Too bad," Sadie snapped. "You've already told me how to act and I'll do it because of Eve, so that leaves us however long we have to deal with you. You're giving up and I want to know why."
Neil's chin drooped and he began tracing patterns in the tile with his eyes. "I'm broken inside," he said after a time. "When Sarah…when she…my heart just stopped working. It still beats of course but, I don't feel anything. Nothing. I look at you and I only see the girl I helped raise. I pick up Eve and I see a beautiful baby, but I don't feel the desire to kiss her or make her laugh. I see Jillybean and all I do is use her for what her mind can do."
"You're not broken, you're heartbroken," Sadie concluded. "We all are. Sarah was a wonderful, sweet, beautiful woman."
"Yeah," Neil said, venting the fullness of his emotions.
She squinted up into his face, searching. "It'll pass Neil. You just have to give it time."
"I don't have time," he said as plainly as he could. "The one thing I'm sure of is that your dad hates me simply because you love me so much. I think that is half the reason why he did what he did. He won't let me live…and that's why it's best if you forget about me and start worrying about what's happening to you."
"I have to worry about you, because you are my real dad." She hugged him, snuggling her cheek up to his chest and wept. Neil held her, wishing a tear would come.
The River King came in some minutes later. "I think that's enough."
"And I think you're a dick," Sadie answered back. She gave Neil's hand two squeezes to show that she was still in control of her emotions.
"Is she ok?" the River King asked Neil.
"Yeah, she understands but she's still pissed."
"Then I guess you reached the extent of your usefulness," the River King said with a smile that would make a snake blush. His squad of bruisers advanced on the little man, but stopped when Sadie gave him a last hug.
"I love you, Neil."
"Love you."
She kissed his cheek and then grimaced. "You need to shave." After a last smile, she turned her hard gaze on the four advancing men. "Any of you hurt him and I'll chop your dicks off. See if I don't."
They scoffed at this threat and proceeded to truss Neil's hands. He was then led out of the room without a chance to look back at his daughter. "So, where to?" Neil asked them. "Do you have a pit lined with lye? Or do I have to dig it myself?"
One of the brutes clapped Neil on the back, intending to jar the air out of him and succeeding. "You know, you seem like a douche. Why don't you do yourself a favor and shut up before I endanger my dick by beating the crap out of you?"
"Whatever," Neil said. The group went to the first of the two L-shaped building. It was dim inside, lit only by a few candles and the falling evening light. It stank. There was an underlying scent of sweat slipping beneath an overpowering stench of outhouse.
A desk sat just inside the lobby and behind it was a tall black man, who was rangy with stringy arms. "Neil Martin?" One of the River King's goons nodded. The black man pushed a clipboard toward him. "Sign on the dotted line."
"Seems rather formal for such a two-bit operation," Neil said, as the River King's men left.
"Someone has to be responsible for each prisoner when they're not in their cells," the man replied, unfolding himself to tower over Neil.
"Prisoner is an odd word," Neil said. "I'm not legally a prisoner since I haven't broken any laws. Nor am I a prisoner of war. I think slave is a better word. What do you think? You like the word slave?"
The black eyes grew hard. "I'm going to pretend you didn't just say that. I'm going to pretend we are talking semantics. You now reside in a prison; it makes you a prisoner. And I am what's called a prison guard. You can call me Mister Dixon."
"Ok…is there any real need to call you anything? I can't imagine I'll be staying all that long."
"No, you won't be. A convoy is due back from New York in a couple of days. You and your group will be on the outbound trip. But in the meantime I was told to keep an extra close eye on you and the girl."
"Jillybean?"
"Yes," Dixon replied. "From everything we've heard she's some sort of genius. That's impressive sounding however all the smarts in the world doesn't mean much when you're up against inch thick bars and steel doors."
Neil glanced around, seeing neither.
"Prisoners are kept on the third floor. Before we go I need you to strip." Neil thought of a hundred things to say but bit them all back. Dixon seemed particularly humorless. Once he was down to his underwear, they walked to the nearest stairs and went up side by side, Dixon completely at his ease. "On the top level there's only one door in or out and if you think it stinks down here, just wait until you get up there. It's rancid."
"If it's that bad, you will start to get diseases," Neil said. "And that's bad for the bottom line."
"That's New York's problem. We really don't keep you guys around long enough to find out. Except, if you're a good fighter then you get nicer digs. You a good fighter, Neil?"
"Not especially." Not at all was closer to the truth.
The two reached the top floor at the spot where the two wings of the "L" met. The short wing had an open hall running down its center from which doors sprouted a dozen per side. Dixon turned away from it and addressed another guard who was lounging behind the kind of desk an elementary school teacher might use.
"Hey Al, where's Hannigan?" Dixon asked, signing Neil onto the floor.
"The shitter," Al answered, staring at Neil. "This one of the special ones? Really? You know I just don't get that order. Neither one of them looks at all dangerous to me. Does he know karate or something?"
Dixon shook his head. "Not unless he's the softest karate-man in existence. But, orders are orders. Take him in. I'll watch the desk."
AL heaved himself up with a weary sigh and unlocked the heavy steel door that led to the prisoner wing and walked Neil through. Dixon was right, the smell was intense.
"Holy cow that's bad," Neil said, screwing up his face. 
"Yeah, it's all the buckets you guys crap in," Al said. "No one likes to empty them when the cages are full." The guard had begun sweating the instant the doors had opened. He wanted out of there as much as Neil did.  
The prisoners were kept in specially built cages; the first ones weren't very crowded, holding only two men per cage. Judging by their contusions and new scars, these were the men who fought in the arena. The next cages down the line were jammed with six people though the cages were designed to fit only four. Neil recognized the sneering faces of the people who had voted him into power only the day before.
"This is your, damned fault," Joslyn hissed as soon as Al had shoved him in a cell with John and Cody Gates and two of the women from The Island.
"Yeah, I guess so," Neil admitted and then ignored her as she began to grow irate. His mind was on escape and he knew there was only one person who could accomplish it. He stared through the bars, searching. "Where's Jillybean?"
From the cage cattycorner to his, the little girl piped up, "I'm right here. How's Sadie?"
"Very angry, but I convinced the River King to let her take Eve. I wanted her to take you too, but he wouldn't allow it. The king thinks you're dangerous. He also thinks you might escape. You have any ideas in that category?"
"Ipes says I shouldn't try. He says it's way too dangerous. He thinks that if I'm real good I'll get early release. That's what means they let me go before people who try to escape."
"Tell him I'm ordering him to help you," Neil said.
In the cage next to his Fred Trigg suddenly jumped up. "Who are you to be giving anyone orders? You have proved to be the worst possible leader imaginable!"
"At least I'm doing something," Neil shot back. "What have you done so far, besides bitch?"
"You call winding up your trained monkey actually doing some…"
Neil stopped Fred in midsentence by leaping at the bars. Fred tried to jump back but he was too slow and Neil yanked him right up against the steel, mashing his nose to the side. "You will not talk about her like that!" Neil growled. "Or so help me…"
"Ok…Ok. I won't, it was a slip. Ok?"
With a final jerk Neil released Trigg, who backed away, touching his face where parallel lines of red ran up and down. The prison had gone quiet as everyone stared, most in accusation. Neil couldn't have cared less. "Jillybean," he called. "Wait until nightfall before you try anything."
"But I don't know what to try, Mister Neil."
"I'm sure you'll think of something."
Neil went to one of the bunks, laid upon it with his face to the ceiling and promptly fell asleep like a veteran—like Grey would have. He slept for a few hours and all around him the prison grew quiet and sleepy and very dark with the setting of the sun. Sometime before nine, a finger tapping his forehead woke him.
"Mister Neil?" Jillybean asked, tapping him some more until he rolled over and stared in confusion. The little girl was sitting cross-legged just on the other side of the bars—somehow she had escaped her cell! "I have a plan, only it isn't a very good one," she whispered.
"It looks like a start," he said with a grin.



Chapter 28
Jillybean
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
Her plan involved getting caught in the middle of "escaping" and this was the reason she was sitting, patiently, waiting for the guard to come through and do his hourly checks. In her mind, it was an ill-formed plan to say the least.
Step 1 of her plan was to get out of her cell and that had been accomplished with very little effort and a great deal of squeezing. The person who'd designed the cells for the River King had never counted on them being used to hold children. Jillybean, being skinny even for a child had simply pushed her way through the bars. 
She was through and that was all well and good, however the other fugitives would never be able to get through in the same manner, not even Joseph who was big for his age. 
The bars of the cells went from floor to ceiling and were well set; she had tested everyone, finding they would not budge. And the locks were modern and sturdily mounted, and, even if she had known the first thing about picking locks, she had nothing to pick them with as her backpack had been confiscated.
Step 2 of her terrible plan involved getting passed the heavy steel door at the end of the hall. She studied the thing from every conceivable angle only to discover that, with the tools on hand: her fingers and Ipes' useless, running mouth, there was no getting it open, at least not in a manner that would help Neil and the others. The only ways to get it open was to knock on it or wait for an outside force, i.e. the guards, to act upon it.
Ipes advised against knocking. They'll think you're cute and won't take you seriously. They need to fear you.
Jillybean didn't know what to think about that. Still, without a better idea, she tried to act serious. This entailed nothing more than forcing her brows down as if she were about to scold Ipes.
Step 3 was getting out of the building, something she felt she could manage; on the way in she had noted how poorly guarded the rest of the place was. And Step 4 was actually escaping the campus which she figured would be even easier than step 3. 
"But I don't know how I can get the rest of you guys out," she whispered to Neil. "If I could find a gun I could maybe point it at the guards and make them do what I want…"
"No," Neil said, cutting her short. "You will not do anything dangerous."
Just sitting here is dangerous, Ipes said. Tell him that.
She ignored the zebra. "Maybe I could steal their keys. Then you guys could jump out and overpower them."
Neil steepled his fingers beneath his chin and closed his eyes for a few seconds. When he opened them he said, "No. I want you to figure a way out of this building and then off this base. You should try to make it to Colorado."
Their conversation was not exactly private and what Neil had suggested caused a whispering to spring up. Fred Trigg, in the next cell pretty much spoke for the collective, whispering. "Are you crazy? Make her try for the keys."
"No," Neil replied, calmly.
Trigg was appalled. "You are the biggest mistake we ever made. All you care about is your little group. You'll let the rest of us die in order to save one little girl."
"Yes."
"Should I at least try for the keys," Jillybean asked. "They have them on their belts on a latchy thing. Maybe I could…"
"No."
"You aren't giving us a chance," Marybeth Gates said, without any pretence of being quiet. A number of people tried to shush her, but she ignored them. "I've tried to be patient with you, Neil. I've tried to see why you acted the way you have, but this…this is murder. My murder."
"It's not murder. It's called calculating the odds. With her brains, Jillybean has a better than fifty-fifty shot to escape on her own. What would you put her odds at for stealing the keys off the belt of an alert guard without either him or the second guard noticing? I'd put her chances at one in a thousand. That means out of those thousand attempts she will die nine hundred and ninety nine times, compared to a one in two shot to get away on her own. "
"I'd say you're being generous," Michael Gates said. "The guards carry like twenty keys on their rings. They're heavy and loud. I'd say she has no chance of stealing them."
"Still!" Fred Trigg demanded. "These are lives we are talking about. Lots of them."
"You're being selfish," Neil told him point blank. "She's the only one who can make it out. You need to accept that; you need to let her live."
This quieted the hissing whispers and a silence settled over them. Ipes said, I always like that Mister Neil. He's smart.
"You don't be selfish either," Jillybean said under her breath. Aloud she stated, "If I see a way to help all you guys, I will."
Just then, they could hear the rattle of keys in the door. Jillybean's heart began to race and Neil's jaw muscles worked; they had no idea what the guard would do when they saw her outside the cages.
Their anxiety was for nothing. The guard laughed incredulously. Neil sighed with relief.
"What are you doing?" Al demanded. Before she could answer he then asked another question. "How'd you get out?"
"I was planning an escape," Jillybean said as innocently as she could. "And I got out because those bars are wide. That's what means I can squeeze through them if I want to."
"Shit," Al said.
"That's a bad word," Jillybean informed him.
"It sure is," Al muttered. He was clearly perplexed by the novelty of a prison that couldn't hold a prisoner. He decided to bring in the other guard to reinforce his limited wits. 
Hannigan wasn't much help and the two batted around ideas for some time before Al said, "Let's lock her in the cleaning closet."
"You actually have an entire closet dedicated to cleaning?" Neil asked. "Has it ever been opened? I'm just saying this place smells like an open sewer."
"Shut up," Al said, and then looked down in surprise. Jillybean had reached up to hold his hand. Neil stifled a smile behind his hand.
"Be smart Jillybean and be safe," he said. She nodded but wouldn't reply.
Because you're going to try to free him, aren't you? Ipes asked in outrage. She wouldn't reply to that either. Her mind was shifting gears—she needed to see everything and understand everything she saw before she was locked away.
Her quick eyes took in Al's key ring as he snapped it off his belt, noting the first key on the bunch unlocked the heavy steel door. She next memorized every inch of the lobby on the third floor as they passed through it. She saw it complete and instantaneous like a Polaroid: just feet ahead was the school teacher's desk, with playing cards strewn across the top and a plain wooden chair on either side. To her right was the door to the stairs, propped open by a third chair to let the air circulate. 
Oh, the air flowing through was so clean compared to the fetid horror of the prison hall that her mind was momentarily taken away from the task of escaping. She breathed deeply…
Forget the air! Ipes cried. 
Right…Jillybean forced her mind back to the work of seeing and understanding: they passed the elevator doors on her left—on her right, were two more doors, restrooms for boys and girls. And then they were at the cleaning closet which sat upon the breech of the shorter hall. There were more doors down there but they were all traps that would lead to nowhere, except possibly the furthest door which sported an exit sign above.
"Here you go," Al said, thumbing through his keys. "Home sweet home."
He opened the door, expecting Jillybean to be as compliant and sweet as she had been, but she balked, pushing back against his hand. "It's dark in there. Can I get a light, please?"
Hannigan had seated himself at the desk with his back to her; he said, "It's nighttime it's supposed to be dark."
"But I'm afraid of the dark," she pleaded. This was technically the truth. In a normal situation Jillybean had discovered that darkness made certain scary situations more frightening. Of course, she chalked it up to an over excited imagination combined with the natural fear of the unknown and thus she tended to mitigate the effect through logic. In this particular situation she wasn't afraid of being in the dark, but simply afraid she would miss something important because of the dark.
The cleaning closet was a mess of boxes and brooms and stacks of chairs. It was all exceedingly dim because the sole source of light was a candle on the desk five feet away. If she had light there was a chance she could see something that would help her escape. 
"Sorry, sweetie," Al said. "We only get one candle a night. In you go." He thrust her in before she could utter another peep and the door clicked shut behind her. The dark was immediate and seemingly very deep, she ignored it completely, listening at the lock. There was nothing but the murmured voices of Al and Hannigan.
"Farts," she said, giving into emotion and cursing.
So, we can't escape, Ipes said. At least it smells better in here. At least we have that.
"Of course we can escape," she said. "That part I have figured out. I just don't know how to save the others."
Forget about them! If you know a way out, let's get going.
"Oh, hush you silly zebra. I can't forget about them. That would be selfish. I just don't…know…" Jillybean trailed off as her mind explored everything she knew about the prison, about the guards, about the spare combination of materials on hand.
Ideas and counter ideas flowed through her mind: fulcrum levers to lift the cell doors off their hinges—very clever, but metal caps on top made it impossible. A mixture of cleaning solutions to create a poison gas, rendering the guards unconscious—if there were indeed any in the closet the cloud would probably kill her, too in the process. A trick to isolate one of the guards—and then what? Over power him with her cuteness?
All the ideas were missing key components or relied on abilities she or Ipes didn't possess. In the dark, she slumped against the wall, defeated. "You were right, Ipes. I'm not as smart as everyone thinks. If only I had started reading those books sooner."
You did your best, the zebra said, patting her gently. What is that? Your nose? Sorry, but I can't see anything. 
"It was my eyeball."
Sorry, he said again. He paused just long enough for his segue to come out awkwardly, So…about our escape?
"It's too dangerous."
Please! Nothing is more dangerous than just staying here. You know what will happen if they sell you in New York, don't you?
"I know, or I think I know," she said with a long sigh. The sigh was her way of saying she was defeated. There was no way she could free everyone. She turned her mind to her own escape and felt she had to warn Ipes: "The escape will hurt."
Sometimes you have to sacrifice for the good of the team Jilly. That's what your dad would have said and I'm right there with him.
"Good because I'm gonna have to bite your butt."
My butt? How would that…? Why would you…? No, stop! Turn me right side up. Owwwwwwwwwwwwwwww!
"Stop whining," Jillybean said, around a mouthful of zebra fur. "It's for the team, amemeber? There…all done."
You bit a hole in my butt, Ipes said in shock. I have a hole in my butt.
Jillybean giggled. "Join the club. Anyway it was for a good cause. I need some of your fluff."
Not my fluff! Oh jeez I think I might faint. He made a noise like a duck and then asked in a quavering voice, Am I fainted? Is this what fainting looks like? It's all black and I can't see. Wait…maybe I died. Is this what dead looks like?
"Shush," Jillybean said, sticking the wad of fluff in her mouth. It was time to concentrate again and he wasn't helping. When the fluff was just wet enough she knocked on the door.
"What?"Hannigan asked.
"I have to go bathroom."
"Hold it," Hannigan said.
"I can't. I have to go real bad and there isn't a bucket or anything." She didn't know if that was true or not since the closet was so dark, but she needed the door open to begin instituting her plan.
"Then go on the floor," Hannigan suggested. Jillybean had not counted on this level of callousness. It threw her plans out the window. Thankfully Al wasn't completely dead inside.
"We can take her to the bathroom," he said.
Hannigan snorted, "You watch her then. Remember, she's special."
Jillybean made sure to show no signs of being of special. Meekly, she stood there as the key went into the lock and the door opened. She smiled her sweetest smile. Al smiled back and allowed her to walk ahead of him, letting the door swing closed behind. She used the bathroom and then reversed the entire procedure acting completely normal and compliant.
Only at the closet door did she do anything different. She stopped in the doorway and beckoned Al down to her. "I think you're way nicer," she whispered in his ear as her left hand felt along the door jamb until she felt the metal strike plate and her finger felt the bolt hole. She plugged it with the wadded stuffing that Ipes had donated.
"I think I am too," he whispered right back and then straightened.
"Act natural," she said as though she had just concluded a pact. 
"Oh right," he agreed, stepping back quickly and letting the door swing shut just as he always did. 
Just before it closed, she yelled out, "Goodnight Mister Hannigan."
"Goodnight brat," he yelled back, masking the fact that the sound of the door shutting was slightly different from its normal click. It had closed but had not locked.
Jillybean held onto the knob and tried to get her breathing under control. Her racing heart would have to calm on its own.
Now what? Ipes asked.
"We wait."
She had been a prisoner for six hours and she had already caught many nuances that had mostly gone unnoticed by everyone else. The chief of which was that Hannigan was lazy. It was always Al who went to do the hourly prisoner checks and he always took a minimum of thirty four seconds to walk through the door, amble down to the end of the hall and amble back. She also knew that Hannigan was a smoker; the smell of tobacco hung all around him like a cloud.
"And that's what means a chain smoker," she whispered to herself. One last aspect she had noticed was the fact that there wasn't an ashtray in evidence suggesting he went somewhere else to do his smoking.
How long do we wait? Ipes asked. There's going to be a shift change eventually and they'll figure out that the lock isn't working.
"I guess we go the next time Al checks the cells." Just saying it made her hands start to sweat. 
The wait was a good thirty minutes and not a second of that went by without the little girl having her ear pressed to the door. Finally, there came a little beep, beep sound of someone's watch alarm going off.
"Can't wait to get rid of this lot," Hannigan said. There was the scrape of a chair, the jingle of keys and the squeak of the steel door opening. Then silence for the span of fourteen seconds. She knew exactly how long because she was counting slowly to thirty four and each number that slipped passed her silent lips made her heart beat heavier and heavier, however at fourteen there came the crinkle of cellophane and the sound of a chair being eased back. A moment later, Hannigan's footsteps slowly retreated—without the sound of a door opening. She had expected him to move off into the bathroom, but he hadn't.
What if he went to the stairs to smoke? We'll be stuck.
She knew there was only one way to find out where the man had gone to. At the count of twenty two, she cracked the door and peeked out. Hannigan was a shadow in the dark hall, almost undetectable save for the orange ember of his cigarette.
He was only some twelve paces away, leaning against the wall, but which way he was facing, she couldn't tell. It doesn't matter, Ipes said. You're committed and you only have ten seconds left.
She knew. Her countdown was loud in her own head: ten, nine, eight…
Jillybean slipped out of the door and hurried for the stairs with hunched shoulders, hoping Hannigan wasn't looking her way, hoping that if he was, he was too engrossed with his cigarette to notice the shadow creeping out of the closet. Four, three, two…
She was beyond the desk and at the stairs when she was caught. It wasn't Hannigan who caught her, it was Al. He came through the steel door one second early, only four feet from where Jillybean stood on the top stair frozen like a statue.



Chapter 29
Deanna Russell
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
The muddy, subterranean zombie had her by the throat with one hand and as it pulled her under, a second hand slapped across her face, covering her nose and mouth. It yanked her deep and crushed her into the silt and muck at the bottom, practically burying her in it.
Deanna went wild, kicking and twisting, but the thing was too strong and in seconds she was a foot deep in the river bottom and losing feeling in her extremities from lack of oxygen. Then, miraculously she was pulled up. No longer fighting, she allowed her body to be brought to the surface where the iron hand released its grip across her face.
A low voice spoke into her ear, "Don't say a word, only moan. Uhhhhhhh." Her mind was sullied by fear and confusion; she tried to wiped the mud from her eyes but the heavy hand came back to hold hers down. "Moooooan!"
Slowly it dawned on her that this was Captain Grey under layers of filth and that he hadn't been killed after all, because…because he was muddy?
"Uhhhhhh," he said again, hanging his head and slowly moving his arms like a…a zombie would! Now it clicked. He no longer looked anything like a human; he looked like all the rest of the beasts in the river.
"Uhhhhh," she said, trying to imitate him. He squeezed her hand and she squeezed back and didn't want to let go. She had been so close to death only moments before that she was suddenly greedy for life, even his.
Grey allowed her to hold on to his hand and together they moved slowly, achingly, slowly along, following a group of zombies as they made their way down river and around a bend. Even then he didn't let up on his disguise as he slogged to a point where the banks of the river weren't so steep.
"Watch me," he said under his breath.
He went up the bank as a zombie would, uncoordinated and dull, making sure never to act quickly or deliberately. It was a perfect act and not a single zombie looked his way. When she went next, she felt stupid, playacting the part of a zombie, especially with him watching so closely under the mud-matted hair hanging just above his eyes.
Eventually, she made it to firm ground and the two lost themselves in the thick vegetation. "Thanks," she said.
He laughed angrily. "It was nothing, absolutely nothing."
"You ok?"
Covered in mud as he was, he looked like a madman straight out of the wilderness where he might've spent years trying to convert the chipmunks to Christianity. "Nope, I'm not ok."
"What's wrong? And don't say nothing." She needed him whole and mentally sound and that meant he couldn't hold things in.
"The real question is what's right? Nothing's right. I keep doing the same old dance and nothing ever gets better. Death and I just keep going round and round and I'm just about sick of it."
"I'm glad you stuck with it a little longer," she said, taking her pinky nail and delicately scratching mud from the corner of her eye. "You saved my life."
"And what about their lives?" he asked, pointing vaguely northward. "What about that fool, Neil?"
She did the other eye and then, in an unladylike display, she worked a finger into her ear, saying, "This wasn't his fault, Grey. I believed the River King just like you did. It doesn't make him a fool unless you're a fool as well."
"Oh, I am a fool. Neil and I are just like this." He held up two intertwined fingers. "We both thought we could shepherd a group of misfits across the country in the face of ridiculous dangers. We thought we were doing good. Ha-ha! We thought we were heroes! That is the definition of foolishness."
"From what I heard, you were heroes."
Grey's stare was fierce. "At least you got the tense right. We were heroes." She didn't respond to his self-pity and it switched off like a light. He scratched at the drying mud on his chin and said, "Just when I was getting through to him."
"It sounds like you're giving up."
"I am. Between us we have one weapon with sixteen rounds in it, while that rat-bastard…" He paused long enough to throw a rock angrily at a tree. "…has to have upward of a hundred men, probably a lot more. And a lot more firepower. I saw at least two fifty cals and every other guy had an AR. Hell, the one guy who wasn't armed to the teeth was the River fag."
"So we are giving up," Deanna said, sadly picturing the women she had escaped with and knowing what cruelty they would endure. Those faces pleaded with her to do something, and she wanted to, only she didn't know what to do.
"Of course not," Grey said, giving her an incredulous look as if she had just accused him of liking to take long walks in the rain. "I'm just belly-aching." He dropped down into grass and stared at the ground. Deanna sat down in front of him and picked at a stem of long grass, remembering how she used to stick stems like this through the gap between her teeth, back before braces.  
The soldier grunted, "The only one not armed is Sadie's dad, and he just happens to be the one guy we need to persuade."
"How do we get to him? The place wasn't a castle or anything, but it is just the two of us. Unless you think you can make a zombie army like that little girl did."
He replied with, "Mmm." Taking a stick he drew out a map of the campus in the dirt and then sat tapping the stick on his knee. "I don't think a zombie army will help. We could get beyond the fencing, but after that they would be useless. No, we need to get to him, but he doesn't show himself, not even to gloat. Most megalomaniacs would've come out on that bridge to watch our capture in person, but he didn't."
Deanna spat out a speckle of dirt that her tongue had discovered among her teeth and said, "Well, if he didn't come out for that, I don't think he'll come out for anything."
"Not unless he had a very big reason too," Grey said with a sudden smile.
Her eyes widened as she caught his train of thought. "Very big, as in bridge, big? Are you going to blow it up?"
"Only if I have to," Grey answered, turning serious. "I'm betting it's the only link between east and west. If this country is ever to have a chance of getting back on its feet it needs to stand at all costs."
"I'd blow it up in heart beat," she replied and meant every word. "Why would I want to keep in touch with those people in New York? They're a bunch of cutthroats and slavers. No thank you."
"I'm trying to look long term." He squinted west where the world was a brilliant orange. "We should get moving. I want a change of clothes and a boat to cross back over the river. There's got to be hundreds around here."
"A boat? We just made it to this side. What the hell is over there that we can't find over here?"
"Fort Campbell, home of the 101st Screaming Eagles that's what. It's sixty miles south-east of here. They'll have all the explosives I need to blow that bridge sky high."
They found a small stream that was rushing to join the Mississippi and dunked themselves to get the worst of the mud off, each keeping a lookout for the other. Deanna did her best not to notice what a striking man Grey was and, when she did notice, she rebuked herself calling to mind the other soldiers she had known so intimately.
She knew the comparisons between him and the soldiers from The Island weren't fair in the least, however the shock of her near death experience had faded and she was once again growing cold inside. He didn't seem to notice or care. He was driven. 
Their clothing situation was quickly remedied; in the third house they explored, Grey came downstairs wearing baggy grey sweat pants and a triple extra large hooded sweatshirt that almost concealed the M4 across his back. He went to the kitchen, dug around until he found scissors, and then commenced to shred the outfit, leaving it dangling around him.
"Zombie camo," he explained. "You'll need to do the same to yours."
She looked down at herself. She had taken her time going through three different closets to find clothes that were rugged, comfy, stylish, and that fit nicely. Now she was expected to ruin her outfit?
He must have read her mind. He jacked a thumb over his shoulder, saying, "The lady who lived here was big. We can be a matched set."
Being a matched set with him was the last thing she wanted and so she came down in clothes purposely because they didn't look anything like his: a voluminous pant suit that she had to cinch at the waist and a black jacket that draped on her. He raised only a single eyebrow which for some reason infuriated her. She stomped to the kitchen and made her outfit into…well, it was indescribable to her and she was thankful that the sun was just then disappearing.
"Now for the boat," Grey said, clapping his hands together. "Remember, keep your ears perked for zombies. If you hear one, go right into your act."
"I got it."
"Don't go overboard with the moaning."
"I won't."
"And remember there is a fine line…" He stopped when he noticed the folded arms and the glare on Deanna's face. "Ok, do it your way and get your face eaten off."
"It's pretending to be a brainless, drooling monster. You forget I've been around enough soldiers to understand the concept inside and out."
"Did I do something to piss you off?"
Suddenly embarrassed at her behavior, she dipped her head. "No…sorry, let's just go find a boat."
Hours went by as they went from house to house, searching garages and back yards. She hated every minute of it. Walking through the ruins of so many lives made her feel cold inside. The silence didn't help; it made the world seem so impossibly dead. She realized that despite the horror of The Island, she had at least been around people. Out here, in the desolation of America, the loneliness was a weight upon her.
The only thing that countered it was the living dead. The zombies, according to Grey, were only at a nuisance level. In Deanna's inexperienced view, they were everywhere, popping out of kitchen cabinets or struggling from beneath cars to get at her. She stayed close to the soldier, cutting down on the number of homes they could search. 
By midnight he was growing cross. "Do we even need a boat? Can't you swim?"
"Across a half-mile wide river filled with zombies? I don't think so. Maybe we should start again in the morning when we can see better." She didn't add: and when there'll be fewer zombies out.
"When we can see, we can be seen," Grey shot back, his voice as rough as sandpaper. "Don't you think the River King might notice a boat trying to slip across his river?"
"Who says we have to cross here?" she asked. "We have two thousand miles of shoreline to work with."
Grey stared at her in amazement and then burst out laughing. "What was I thinking?" he cried. "You're right. We could cross anywhere."
"Shhhh," she said. They were in someone's dusty garage and his booming laugh must have carried. "Quiet down."
"You don't need to worry. There isn't a zombie on this block; you get a feel for these sorts of things." He pointed the way back toward the front door. "We should find a better place than this to bed down and start again in the morning."
She paused just outside on the driveway. "There'll be two beds. I'm stating that as clearly as I can right up front." Grey scanned out into the dark, basically ignoring her. "Hey, I was talking…"
He crouched suddenly, turning invisible among the shadows. "Get down."
Deanna's head jerked on its axis as her eyes tried to peel back the veil of night. She saw nothing but definitely heard something to her right. Grey reached out and dragged her down to hunker low against what had at one point been a perfectly sculpted bush. Now it was hard to tell what it was.
"There's someone out there," Grey whispered. "Off on the right side of the house." As he spoke he eased his M4 from beneath his hoodie. "Stay behind me. Keep low and don't speak no matter what."
Grey began creeping toward where the sound had come from, his M4 pointing the way. It was the opposite direction Deanna wanted to go. She thought sprinting off to the left, and running for their lives, was the only thing they should've been doing. 
Instead, she followed Grey as he slipped up to the side of the house and poked his head around the corner of it; there was nothing to see beyond steep shadows and a broken gate between two houses. Deanna thought it was crazy to head down there. Someone could be hiding in any of the many shadows, pointing a gun right at them. They could hardly miss from this range.
The someone, whoever it was out there, wasn't down the little gap. Grey ventured into the backyard of the home. It was less a yard with grass and flower borders, and more like a wilderness of overgrown bushes and tall trees. Leaves crackled under their feet giving away their position, but it gave away the other guy's position as well. He was quieter than Grey but not noiseless and every few seconds they could hear whoever it was retreating with little thumps. 
Deanna thought they should just let the person go: if he wanted to run away from them, that was all well and good with her. There was no sense…Deanna stopped in mid-stride. There had been another crackly sound, only this had come from almost directly behind her.
"Grey," she said in warning. He was already spinning, bringing the gun around, but it was too late. A hand gripped Deanna's long, blonde hair halfway down her back, paralyzing her with fright, turning her into a human shield.
"Grey?" she said again, this time pleadingly. She was deathly afraid he would shoot. With the dark there was no certain target other than herself.
But the captain didn't shoot; he eased the tip of his gun up in the air as if surrendering. "I never thought you would get the drop on me," he said, speaking to the person behind Deanna.
"Why not?" a voice piped from down low."I can be a pretty good sneak except when Ipes is yapping his mouth away."
Deanna turned and stared. "You? H-How?"
"How did I get away?" Jillybean asked. "It wasn't easy, except the parts that were, like getting out of the cell. That was easier than you'd…"
Grey cut across her, snarling, "That's enough. You can tell us once we find shelter. Until then, zip the lip."
Instead of being offended, Jillybean smiled. "I'm glad you're alive, Mister Captain Grey Sir."



Chapter 30
Jillybean
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
When Al, the prison guard, opened the heavy steel door, Jillybean went bunny and froze in place, her eyes big and wide, one hand clutching Ipes, the other on the rail. She was so still she could've been a statue or simply part of the shadowy backdrop of the ill-lit prison. 
Al treated her that way. He looked neither left nor right, ignoring his peripheral vision completely and went straight for the desk where he quickly lifted up the cards that sat across from him and stole a peek.
Jillybean's first thought was: He's cheating.
Who cares! screamed Ipes, in her mind. Get out of here.
She did, backing down the stairs without moving anything but her feet. When the guard was out of sight she turned and went down the stairs all hunched and with her arms flung out like a spider because of the intensity of the dark. 
The second floor was quiet save for the snores that rumbled from beneath the cracks of doors. The first floor was nearly silent as well. She feared someone would be at the lobby desk, but other than a candle burning slowly into itself giving off a soft golden aura, the room was empty. It was empty but not silent. She could hear voices, speaking low.
As on the other floors, a chair was propped in the doorway of the stairwell; Jillybean eased over it and peered into the lobby. The voices were coming from outside where the smell of cigarettes wafted in on a nighttime breeze. We're in luck, Ipes said. Try the exit down there.
On cat feet she hurried down the short end of the hall where in the dim light she could see the outline of an exit sign. She found the door locked with chains. She didn't bother to rattle them in a fruitless gesture, instead she spun on her heel and ran back the way she had come, afraid someone would open a door and see her. There seemed nowhere for her to go. Her best option to remain undetected was to hide on the stairs except she knew that could only be a temporary solution. 
You could sabotage the candle, suggested Ipes.
That was an option, one that could open up possibilities. Jillybean, with her head cocked toward the door and her feet ready to fly at the slightest sound, tiptoed to the desk and, as quickly as she could, took the sign-in pen and jabbed it three times at the burning wick. It sank a half inch into the hot wax and the light went out. She then dashed back to the stairs and went to the top of the first landing where she waited as the men out front lingered over their smokes.
Eventually, the men flicked away their butts and headed inside. "Fuck," one of them said in a whiney voice. There was the sound of a lighter flicking. "I can't see. Pete, let me have your Zippo."
"Sorry, mine's running real low on butane. Besides, I'm going to bed, you have a good one."
Jillybean heard the man coming toward the stairs and, fleet as a gazelle, she ran upwards going almost to the top where she sat hunched and hidden only feet away from Al and Hannigan who were cursing and playing cards. She stayed there for half a minute as the man on the stairs became the man in the second floor hall. When she heard him enter a room she hurried back to the first floor where the guard was still struggling with the candle.
Providence seemed on her side when he suddenly got up and left the lobby. Jillybean crept forward to see how far the man had gone, but he was nowhere to be seen. Now your chance! Ipes cried. Jillybean stepped over the chair holding the door open and that was when the bathroom door thumped and the guard came bustling out with a lit candle held up to his face. He was so focused on the flame he didn't see the little girl slip back into the gloom of the stairwell.
By the light of one candle he dug out the wick from the other and lit it. "That's better," he said in a whisper as though in awe of the little flame.
Get ready, Ipes said. He'll put the other one back in a second.
The zebra was spot on. The man headed for the bathroom, giving Jillybean a five second window of opportunity. She jumped over the chair, ran for the front door, and ducked outside just as the guard came back, still grinning over his victory over the candlewick. Jillybean promptly forgot him.
She was free-ish.
There were still two fences to clear, one of which was electrified, but these obstacles were merely divots in her path compared to what was really keeping her from escaping. She couldn't leave without her sisters. 
Jillybean guessed they were in the first, odd-shaped building and so she approached it moving in short bursts, going from cover to cover as if she were a ninja. Quickly she saw that her chances to gain entry were not good: the windows on the first floor were boarded over against the possibility of zombie attacks, while the front entrance had been fortified and was guarded by a man with a gun who seemed far more capable than the last guard.
She went about the perimeter of the building, testing the boards and finding that they were all perfectly secure. The building was shut up like a turtle in its shell. The trip wasn't a total loss; in the back of the building she came across a large shed from which a loud humming escaped.
Generator, Ipes remarked.
"No duh," Jillybean replied. The generator didn't interest her. The roof access ladder in the down position next to it did. Holding Ipes between her teeth she scaled it like a monkey only to find there was another, much smaller story to the weird building. It had strange windows that looked like they had been recently cut out of the walls with an acetylene torch. 
Jillybean walked across the roof, grimacing with each step as the gravel crunched loudly under foot. Up close she saw that the windows were hung with dark blankets and that when the wind blew at just the right angle, strobes of electric light cut the night.
I bet the River King lives up in one of those rooms, Ipes said.
"I hope so. That would mean Sadie is close by. But whose room is whose. If we go tossing rocks at the wrong…" The light cry of Eve, fussing drifted down to them cutting her off in mid-thought. Jillybean cocked her head and started moving to her right until she was directly beneath the window where she had heard the baby.
"You think it's her?" she asked Ipes. 
It could be a flunky babysitting while Sadie is tied up somewhere else.
Ipes had a point. They couldn't proceed without visual proof. The only problem was that visual proof was eight feet above their heads. "I could throw you up there," Jillybean suggested.
Don't even think about it. I haven't forgiven you for biting my butt and now you want to throw me up in the air like owl-bait? Come up with another plan.
The little girl looked around at the nearly barren roof top and saw that the ladder had been down for a reason. At every corner there was a stand of some sort. On closer inspection she found they were little, one-person, camouflaged tents that a hunter would use, and in each was a folding chair. Leaving the tents where they were, she hefted the chairs over to the window and built herself a pyramid.
Ipes wrinkled his nose at it. Looks unstable. I should wait here and brace it up. Good luck. Say hi to Sadie for me.
"Nice try." Once again the zebra went between her teeth as she climbed. The chairs were indeed rickety and her heart began to race. She wasn't afraid of the fall; it would mean a few scrapes, only. She was afraid of how much noise the chairs would make when they went clattering down.
But they didn't fall and she was able to get to the lip of the window. Peeling back the blanket she saw an odd sort of room, spartan in its furnishings, with only a single bed and one box-like dresser. Sadie was on the bed with her back against the headboard trying to lull Eve to sleep. 
Jillybean waved at her and Sadie did a little spasmy jerk. "What are you doing here?"she hissed, jumping up. Eve was unhappy about the disturbance but when she saw Jillybean she smiled around her pacifier and held out a pudgy hand.
"Mime mere do save you," Jillybean said, unable to speak clearly because of Ipes.
Sadie snatched the zebra from her teeth and asked, "You're here to save me? What about Neil? Is he out there too?" She tried to peer around her.
"He's still in jail," Jillybean said, feeling very guilty over the fact. "I couldn't figure out a way to free him and the others."
"But you got out?" she asked in wonder. "But...but why did you come here?"
"To save you, silly. We can use your blankets to lower Eve down. Don't worry, I won't drop her I swear. And I saw a..."
"Not without Neil," Sadie said. She leaned back, stiffening her spine in resolution. "He would never leave me."
This spun Jillybean's mind. "But...but you don't understand, I can't get him out. They have guns and there's guards, and even if I did free him, the River King controls the gates. You see? We'd have to fight our way out and there's no real fighters in our group. I've gone over it, a lot in my head. They're stuck, but I could get us three out, easy."
Easy? You seem to have forgotten about the fence. There was mention of it being electric as well as zombie proof, Ipes noted in his usual unhelpful way.
She grunted at him to hush as Sadie's mind wavered. She eventually shook her head with resolution turning her face hard. "I can't leave without Neil. I'm the only chance he has. But you should go. Make your way to Colorado and don't worry about me. I'm safe here."
Jillybean felt a sudden purposeless sensation, as if she were lost solely because she had nowhere to go. "I can't leave without my sisters," she said.
"And I can't leave without my dad, I mean my real dad," Sadie said.
No matter what, Jillybean, Ipes intoned, solemnly. You cannot stay. This is your one chance at freedom. You have to take it.
"But..."
There are no buts in this, Ipes said, sounding suddenly tough like her father used to be. You have to leave, but that doesn't mean you have to go far.
The little girl nodded in understanding as her insides regained the concept of purpose. "I'll go," she said, her eyes narrowing and looking beyond the walls of the room, seeing endless possibilities. "I'll go, but you need to get a walkie-talkie. We're going to have a lot more to talk about."
Slightly over two hours later, she was sitting in a darkened bedroom where two other sisters had once shared secrets. Deanna sat under the covers of one bed and she was in the other. Scowling Captain Grey stood in the doorway.
"How did you get by the electric fence?" Deanna asked.
Grey harrumphed, "Bedtime stories are over. We have a lot of work to do first thing in the morning."
"Ignore him," Deanna said, without looking his way. "I want to hear the rest of it. There were two fences and one was electrified. Did you tunnel under them?"
"No way. That would've taken all night," Grey said.
"And I didn't have a shovel," Jillybean added. "And even if I did there was the electricness of the fence to worry about. I didn't want to get zapped. That's what means this: ayuhhhhuhhhuh!" she said, demonstrating by sticking her arms out and shaking. "It supposedly hurts you real bad, but I wasn't worried because I read about alternating currents in my encyclopedia. That's when electricity..."
"Uh-uh, no," Grey snapped. "Keep to the story."
"Ok," she said, disappointed."Getting past the fence was easy. Electric fences are only scary when they got electricity in them and I already knew where the generator was, so..."
"So you just turned it off?" Deanna asked, amazed at the simplicity of it. "Brilliant."
"No. If I turned it off and someone came by and turned it on again I woulda been zapped. Instead I loosened the drain plug on the fuel tank so that the gas and stuff leaked out. It gave me time to find a board and get to the fence."
"More brilliant," Deanna said in awe.
Jillybean shrugged. "Yeah, I guess. With the fence off it was just a matter of finding a loose spot in the fence and kinda prying it up enough for me to slip under. After that I headed this way cuz there were fewer monsters and then I ran into you guys. I thought I was seeing ghosts. That's why I threw the rocks to get Mister Captain Grey to chase after so I could see if you were for reals."
"Ok, now it's bedtime," Grey said. "I'll be in the next room if you need anything." Jillybean thought it strange that he kept his eyes firmly on her as he said this.
For Jillybean the night passed in a blink and she sat up at the first hint of light with a smile on her face. "I didn't have the dream, Ipes."
You didn't have it the night before, either.
"Maybe I was too tired to dream," she reasoned. On tiptoes she left Deanna who seemed nothing more than a mound beneath the covers and went to look for the bathroom, only to find Captain Grey searching the kitchen. He shook his head at her, meaning the place was bare. She had guessed it would be. They were only a mile and a half from Cape Girardeau and the River King's thousand subjects. It was a given they had picked through every suburb by now.
When she got back from the bathroom, she started to search in all the "unusual" spots where food was sometimes found: in office desks, at the bottom of sock drawers, etc, Grey stopped her. "Could you go wake up Deanna for me?"
She agreed but wondered why he didn't just bark at her to "get her lazy butt up" like he would anyone else. Deanna didn't come awake with any of the pep that Jillybean had displayed. She pulled back the covers looking pale and sick. "You ok?"Jilly asked.
"I need a bucket," she said, groping to her feet unsteadily. She settled for a trash can and heaved up watery looking vomit, making an awful racket.
"She's sick," Jillybean told Grey, unnecessarily. He had sprung into the bedroom looking ready to do battle at the first ugly sound.
"It's just something I ate," Deanna said, wiping her face on a soft green dress that had sat undisturbed, hanging from the back of the bedroom closet for the last eight months. "Or maybe I swallowed some of the river water...wait! The river with all those zombies, do you think it's toxic?"
"Probably," Grey said. "You are throwing up after all."
"Right. But what about turning into a zombie? Could the water make you one of them?"
He came down to her level and looked into her eyes, then touched her cheek with the back of his hand. "You look fine, zombie free fine that is, but you are a little pale."
"Then I'll be good," she said, standing abruptly and heading for the bathroom.
Grey scowled at her back. "We leave in ten minutes."
She was ready in nine which did little to cheer Captain Grey up. He was moody for the rest of the morning with his mood growing darker with every wasted hour they spent scavenging their way south. After five miles, he stood glaring at the Mississippi that lay flat and black a half mile away. Just to his right, sitting on a trailer was a fancy looking racing boat that must have been very fast judging by the tremendous motor on the back of it.
Grey barely gave it a glance before moving on. One look was all it took to see why: more holes. Every boat they had come across sported gaping holes that had been purposely smashed in their hulls. 
Deanna, who hadn't stopped to look at the racing boat, pointed further down the road, "There's a what-you call-it, a boat store: Western Marine and Supplies. We should check it out."
"Does it matter?" Grey asked. He came to stand next to her, looking at the store with obvious disappointment. "This is a waste of time. We have to go further south. The River King's bread and butter depends on there not being anyway to cross the river except by way of his bridge. Or by..." He bit off his words, trying not to look disgusted.
"Or by swimming?" Deanna challenged. "Me and Jillybean can't swim that far. It's a fact and you need to get over it."
"The grode-ups are fighting," Jillybean whispered to Ipes. 
Now it's my turn to say: no duh! You should try helping them.
"How?" Jillybean asked, easing away from Captain Grey, who was turning red with fury.
"What's your problem with me?" he demanded. "If it's because of those idiots from The Island then you're way out of bounds lumping me with every man who ever wore a uniform."
Deanna looked ready to explode and Ipes hissed, Try figuring out a way to cross the river. Just do it quick, before any zombies hear them.
"You want me to figure out a way to cross? Without a boat and without swimming?"After a pause she said, "Ok, that shouldn't be too tough. Hey, Mister Captain Grey, Sir? I'm gonna go up to the boat selling place while you guys talk."
"You're wasting your time," he said.
"You don't know that," Deanna said, heading after the little girl. "Maybe they have stuff to repair boats in there."
Reluctantly Grey followed. "I'm sure they do, but repairing a boat takes hours if not days. It would be quicker just to keep walking."
Jillybean, who had no intention of repairing a boat, went to the store, approaching cautiously as she neared on the off chance there were zombies lurking near. As there were none in view she opened the door and stood gaping at a great mess. The River King's men had demolished the place. Boating paraphernalia lay everywhere.
Gingerly, she stepped over an anchor and picked up a sheet of sail cloth. She let it run through her fingers saying, "Hmmm," as it did.
"It would have been easier to have torched the building," Grey said poking his head in and looking disgustedly at the mess. "Ok Jillybean, you've had your look, let's go."
"Don't rush her," bit Deanna.
Grey's hands clenched into fists and his jaw muscles worked into knots so that he seemed to choke on the words, "Do you expect her to build a sailboat out of all this crap?"
"No but maybe she could fix one of the boats out front."
"We don't need a boat," Jillybean said. "We'll dress as monsters and float across the river with these." She held up a life vest; she then went to an electric motor that was lying on the ground and pointed at it. "That can push us. So I guess we don't even have to swim even though I am really a pretty good swimmer. Did I ever tell you I was a tadpole, Miss Deanna? That's what means I went to swim lessons at the Holly pool back home."
"No you never did tell me," Deanna said sweetly, turning her smile towards Grey with an I told you so look.
His face went tight in anger for all of a second before he laughed. "The solution was practically staring us right in the face! Alright, find a life preserver that fits under your zombie outfit, get yourselves all covered in mud, and let's go."
Deanna made a noise of exasperation before saying, "I think he meant: thank you Jillybean that was very smart."
"Yeah," Grey said. "That's what I meant."



Chapter 31
Captain Grey 
Fort Campbell, Kentucky
Once Grey figured out how to get the electric motor working and positioned correctly, the trip across the Mississippi was uneventful. The motor had been designed to fit on the back of a boat and extend downward into the water. It was awkwardly long and more potent than he had expected, making holding it with just his hands impossible.
He refused to even look in Jillybean's direction as he puzzled over how he was going to use it to get them across. The obvious solution, strapping it to his back seemed...silly. After much trial and error, he broke up a little row boat, clamped the engine to the back end, put some life preservers around it, and wrapped all of it in duct tape. It was artless and ugly.
Jillybean gave it a single, puzzling glance and then pretended the weather was of great interest, while Deanna only smiled infuriatingly.
"It's supposed to look like river trash," Grey said.
"Oh it does," Deanna remarked.
Ugly or not it was light, it floated, and it purred them along to the other side of the river in minutes. Steering was its only issue: they could go straight ahead, and no other direction, without a great deal of splashing of arms and with the river so congested, they ran into a number of slimy, grey/green zombies. These would wallow like a person drowning in slow motion and twice Deanna almost got them killed by whimpering when they would jar up against her.
He didn't blame her or chastise her. Both would've been pointless and besides, he understood. The river zombies were disgusting beyond even their land based relatives. Their skin was wrinkled like a brain and slimy from months of algae growth, and they stank. Somehow they managed to combine the stench of rotting flesh and rotting fish.
By the time they made it to the other side Jillybean was a shade of green and Deanna ended up vomiting for the second time that day. She collapsed in the shallows and Grey had to drag her up onto the muddy shore to keep her from being swarmed by the river zombies.
"It's got to be the water," she said when she was done retching. Grey didn't think twice about it. His mind was on the next steps he had to take: securing a vehicle, finding gas for it, and making it to Fort Campbell.
Being so close to a settlement meant that finding gas was the most difficult of the three. For two hours he went from car to car, knocking holes in tanks, until he had scrounged enough to get them the sixty miles needed. They left right away in a Chevy Malibu, the car of choice during an apocalypse when there weren't any other choices.
Deanna sat in the front, still weak from throwing up, while in the back Jillybean sat up straightin her seat searching out the window. 
"What are you looking for?" Grey asked.
"I'll know it when I see it," she answered. Shortly after, she pointed across the road at a strip mall. "There. We need to stop. That says RadioShack and that's what means a place to buy radios. That's how I'm going to talk to Sadie."
This was fine with Grey; he had a shopping list of his own. 
Unlike the taxidermist shop next door which was in pristine condition, looters had gone through the RadioShack and had left it a shambles. Still, there was plenty to pick through: wires of all gauges, fuses, switches, soldering torches, a bunch of now useless man-toys, and a few two-way radios. Grey filled his basket to overflowing with items he would need to blow up a bridge.
Jillybean clipped a two-way to each side of her hips so that she resembled a tiny gun fighter; she pocketed extra batteries and then began playing with a remote control car, driving it up and down over the piles of merchandise. "This is so cool," she said. Deanna stood at the door, looking pensively at a zombie that had come wandering up, attracted by the sounds of the Malibu.
"There's one of them out there," she pointed out.
"Oh, I'll take care of it," Jillybean said, eagerly. Wearing a grin on her face, she picked up the remote control car and set it just outside. The shoe-box sized car went zipping across the parking lot bouncing on the uneven pavement until it sped right up to the zombie's feet. The creature stared at it, but before its torpid mind could grasp exactly what it was, Jillybean backed it up and then drove it in circles around it. The creature tried to follow the car with its eyes and ended up going round and round.
Jillybean snorted with laughter. Grey only grunted, "How does that help?"
"You'll see," she said, as she sent the car shooting to the far end of the parking lot. The zombie followed. "Now we can go get into the car without having to risk getting bitten."
"Sounds good to me," Grey said. They went to the Malibu whereupon Jillybean worked the controls and zoomed the car back; she scooped it up like it was a family pet.
"Girl power," Deanna said from the front seat, turning to give her a 'high-five'.
"Looked more like brain power," Grey remarked. He was about to go on except Deanna's sudden frosty look stopped his lips. She's been abused by soldiers, he reasoned, silently. Give her time.
But time to do what, exactly? Time to "get over" being forced into prostitution? Or was it time for her to like him that he was looking for? And since when did he care if anyone liked him? The answer to that was Missy Halloran in the tenth grade, and that was too long ago to even matter. 
He snuck a look at Deanna from the corner of his eye: straight blond hair, clear blue eyes, a tall nose but a nice one, except when she was looking down it at him. Her skin was naturally clear and smooth and her form slim but still proportioned as a woman should be. Simply she had model good looks and it was no wonder that he felt something stir within him every time she looked his way—without the frown that is.
"What?" she asked, catching his eyes on her.
"You still look pale from earlier. We should find you some fresh water."
"And some food," Jillybean said. "I'm starving and so is Ipes, though he's always starving. Mainly he’s starving for cookies but he also likes cake with chocolate frosting. I miss frosting."
Any delay bothered the time-conscious captain, but food and water were a necessity. Water was everywhere along their path in the form of ponds and streams; it only had to be boiled first. Food was more difficult. They took a pit stop in the small village of Benton, Kentucky, going in and out of silent homes without success, unless Jillybean finding a replacement backpack for the one that had been taken from her by the River King’s men. It was pink with fist-sized ladybugs on it, was counted as a success.
They were forced to go on with empty stomachs. Even Grey's stomach rumbled as he said, "Fort Campbell isn't much further. You never know what we'll find."
What they found was a blow to Captain Grey's heart. The term "fort" suggests a hardened structure designed for defense, however the word was only a throwback to times long gone. Fort Campbell had been guarded by only a fence which had collapse under the weight of thousands of zombies in October of the previous year. 
The base had been overrun and the men of the 101st Screaming Eagles had died to a man. Most were eaten alive while a few committed suicide. Grey wished more of them had put a bullet in their own brains, for his sake and for theirs. The grounds were crawling with undead soldiers in shredded uniforms going here and there, mindlessly, while scattered all around lay heaps of smoldering bones.
"The monsters, Mister Captain Grey, Sir," Jillybean warned, causing Grey to jerk. He'd been revisiting some of the desperate stands he'd been a part of in the last year and had been staring off into space. "They're coming," she added.
"Good," he replied. At Deanna's look of incredulity, he explained, "See all those dead bodies? Not the zombie ones, but the others. It's where we'll find food if there's any to be found. Soldiers have a habit of hoarding if they think their supply situation isn't good."
Grey beeped the Malibu's horn to entice all the zombies within sight to charge them. When a full two hundred of them were flocking at them, he calmly put the car in gear and sped around them, expertly steering through the gaps, aiming across the once manicured green lawns toward a spot where the fence had been torn full away.
Once onto the base he stopped at the first little clump of corpses. "Food, ammo, a few guns. That's what we're after." He then jumped out and began digging through the remains of one soldier. After eight months of exposure there wasn't much to him left: bones, the soft wet remains of flesh and organs, a strange pelt of hair atop a grinning skull. Grey ignored all that, going for the pockets of its BDUs.
"I can't," Deanna said. She knelt next to a corpse, her breath hitching in her throat, her face white as alabaster. "It's too gross."
"You need to toughen up," Grey growled at her. "Or go back to being…I mean…" He choked off what had been close to being a wildly inappropriate statement. "I mean this is how we live now. There's no room for weakness anymore."
"It's not that," she replied. "It's just that I'm…never mind. I'll go keep them off of you." Without waiting for his ok, she went to the Malibu and drove it back toward the fence to where the zombies were hurrying up. She swung the car hard to the right and revved past them; the zombies turned like starlings.
"I guess that'll do also," Grey whispered under his breath before bending his head back to the grisly work at hand. The corpse gave up a full thirty round magazine and a packet of jelly from an MRE. The next had two full MREs but no bullets. Of the eight corpses he searched, each gave him something to use. Combined with what Jillybean found they had eighty rounds of ammo, another M4 and food enough for a few days.
"This place is a gold mine," Jillybean said. "Once we free Neil and them we should come back."
"Uh-huh," Grey murmured. If they managed to free anyone, Grey actually hoped to be on the other side of the river. 
The pair waved Deanna back. She seemed much improved when she pulled up. "Where to next?" she asked as they dumped their discoveries in the back and got in.
"We have to find the munitions bunkers," Grey said.
"I think we should eat," Jillybean said. After a glance at her hands she added, "Ipes says we should wash our hands first. I think he's right."
"When is he not?" Grey asked, and then immediately wished he hadn't as the little girl went down a long list of the times Ipes' had been wrong. This list was frequently interrupted as the zebra supposedly argued different points. The captain sighed wearily and pointed forward. "There's a pond a little ways down on the left."
"You were stationed here?" Deanna asked.
"No. I did air assault training here about eight years ago. Air assault is…you ever see people fast-rope out of helicopters? Well that's basically it, at least in practice."
She didn't ask a follow-up question and he didn't expound. To Grey's complete lack of surprise, Jillybean looked like she had a question, but Grey preempted her. "There's the pond. We'll clean up, eat and go. I want to get back to Cape Girardeau before dark. That means no unnecessary chitchat."
"You sure do like to give orders," Deanna said, turning off the road.
"That's because he's a captain," Jillybean said. "Even if he doesn't have a boat. Which I think is all silly. Every captain should have a boat or at least…" She stopped as she caught him glaring at her. "Right. No chit chat."
They ate out in the open, sitting on the shores of the pond where a few ducks lazed. Lunch was a mishmash of the usual MRE fare: for the most part everything tasted like nothing. As all old campaigners did, Jillybean traded for her favorites, getting the best of her deals because neither Grey nor Deanna was all that interested in the food. 
Deanna professed not to like any of it, but she lingered over the crackers and looked better after she got them down. "Now if we just don't run across anymore really nasty looking zombies, I should be good for a while." Grey laughed, thinking it was a joke: the place was crawling with nasty zombies.
When they were finished, and after Grey gave in to Jillybean who wanted to feed the ducks, just a little, they climbed back into the Malibu and went in search of the bunkers he knew were somewhere near the airfields. 
As army bases went, Fort Campbell wasn't all that large, even so, they ran out of gas before they found the bunkers, spluttering to halt just in front of a line of barracks.
"Now what do we do?" Deanna asked.
"Simple, we find a car with gas," Grey said. He was about to hand her an M4 but, when she hesitated, he said, "Never shot one? It's easy." He went through the steps and then had her try it twice on her own. "Now hide it under your shirt. It's for just in case. For now we go as zombies."
"A gun I can't use, great."
"I don't like guns," Jillybean declared. She looked like she had been playing in the dirt. "I've made some mud. You can have some." They began daubing it on their faces until they were practically unrecognizable. When they were done they began to half-walk, half lurch slowly toward a row of parking lots that sat directly behind the barracks.
"More zombies," Deanna said, under her breath. "To the left."
"And more to the right," Grey answered right back. The beasts were coming down out of the buildings, perhaps alerted in some way as to the humanity of the little group. "You two go ahead."
Deanna was uncertain, but this time Jillybean listened to orders and led the pair toward a parking lot where a hundred cars sat growing old in the sun. Grey hung back, watching them; after only four steps, he saw what was attracting the zombies. Deanna's body was doing everything that she needed it to, but she had her head up and was looking back and forth. "Deanna! Hang your head. Stop looking around."
But it was too late. The zombies were converging. "Freeze," hissed Jillybean. She then just stopped and began moaning, her head hanging listlessly to the side. The two adults followed suit just as the first of many zombies came up. 
Grey had to fight his natural inclination to grab his M4 from under his torn zombie shirt. Only will power kept his hand in place. There were simply too many of the beasts for his weapon to make any difference. The zombies flowed all around the three, and then just stopped, acting confused even for zombies.
At least we aren't being attacked, Grey thought. That was the good news. The bad news was that as long as the stiffs weren't leaving it meant checking any of the cars and trucks in the parking lot was going to be impossible. He slowly looked around for a solution and found one easily enough: this wasn't the only parking lot around.
With a slightly louder than normal moan and a brush up against Deanna, Grey started shambling away. He pushed his way through the crowd and saw, out of the corner of his eye, Deanna following a step back and a little to his right. He didn't feel the need to check on Jillybean; she understood zombies better than anyone.
Grey moaned and lurched for fifty yards before it dawned on him that the heavy sound of hundreds of zombies moaning hadn't decreased as it should have. Pretending to stumble he glanced back and saw that the entire company of zombies was following him. He stopped immediately, hoping they would keep going, but they stopped as well.
What the hell?
This had never happened before. Normally zombies did their own thing; normally they stood like dullards, barely reacting to the world around them...except that is, when they didn't. Sometimes great migrant hordes swept across the country and no one knew why. Grey had to wonder if he was starting one by accident. Which led him to the question of what he was going to do about it. He had the patience to wait for the horde to break up, but what about Deanna? What he knew about her, the fact that she'd lived the sheltered life of a whore for the last six months, suggested she wouldn't hold out for very long. 
The idea of making a run for it struck him. He had the speed and the stamina to run ten miles without an issue. He could get the whole crew of them to chase…but what would Deanna do if he started to run? Would she run, too? If she did that would be disastrous; she didn't look like she could run even a half mile. That left staggering over to the barracks and hiding inside where they would basically trap themselves for who knew how long.
He couldn't stay and he couldn't go, which left what? Not a single thing came to mind.



Chapter 32
Jillybean
Fort Campbell, Kentucky
"What do we do, Ipes?" she asked in a tone so low that even she could barely hear her words. The zebra was once again hanging from yarn tied about his midsection, tucked safely out of sight beneath her monster clothes.
The zombies are following Captain Grey. If we just stop we'll be safe.
"And what about Captain Grey and Miss Deanna?"
I'm sure we can think of some nice words at their passing. Jillybean reached up and squeezed him making him squawk, I don't know! I just know if we don't stop, we'll be killed along with them.
He was right about that. It was never safe to walk among zombies. She slowed her lurch to a gimpy stumble and in a matter of minutes all two hundred passed her by leaving her free and clear.
"We need a distraction."She had barely said the word before an idea popped into her head. Quickly she pulled off her baggy, raggedy, top shirt and slid off her backpack. She pulled out the remote control car and the little controller. She then redressed, making sure to hide the controller under her shirt; not that she expected any of the monsters to notice.
"This should be fun," she said, letting the car shoot away at top speed.
She made it whirr right up alongside the parade of zombies until it caught up to Captain Grey. Once there, she turned a jaunty little circle with it and then had it buzz off, heading down to the next parking lot with all the zombies stumbling after in a great wave of undead humanity. Jillybean came up grinning.
"That was close," Deanna said, looking sick with relief.
"You did great," Captain Grey told her.
"Oh, it was all Jazzy-Blue," Jillybean deflected. "That's the name of the car. I just named her, she's very fast. She might be the fastest car ever made."
"But it was your idea," Deanna said. "We would have been goners if you hadn't saved us."
Jillybean was uncomfortable with too much praise and made an excuse to leave before any more was heaped on her. "Find us a car. I'll keep them busy," she said, heading to a fancy looking truck that had chrome running boards and a big grill in front.She climbed up it to stand on the roof. From there she could see the crowd of monsters marching on and Jazzy-Blue as a little dot far down the rows of parked cars. 
"Oops. I let it get too far ahead." She brought the car back toward the monsters, making it juke back and forth to keep them interested.
Captain Grey and Deanna didn't go far in their search for a working vehicle. They went to the one under Jillybean's feet. It turned out to be perfect. It was a late model with a new battery and a full tank of gas. "This place really is a gold mine," Deanna said as Grey broke a rear window and opened the back door. 
"It's understandable," he said, squirming under the dash to inspect the wires. "While everyone else was hunkering down nice and safe, the soldiers were out fighting. They left everything behind to do it, too. I'd bet there's gas in every one of these."
Hot wiring the truck took only a couple of minutes. The little girl pied-pipered the zombies in a great big circle and then zipped Jazzy-Blue back at full speed. She scooped it up and set it once again in her backpack, but not before whispering, "Good job, Jazzy-Blue."
When she climbed into the truck she did so with trepidation. It was a soldier's truck, filled with old fast food wrappers and beer cans and a few girly magazines that made her curious and uncomfortable in equal parts. Since the world was already trashed, Jillybean thought it wouldn’t matter if she litter-bugged everything out into the parking lot. Everything went except a full can of soda that she found under the driver's seat. 
"Is it still good?" she asked. No one knew, not even Ipes. That meant she had to be scientific about it—she took a sip. "It's warm, she said thoughtfully. "But it's yummy." She offered to share; Grey declined while Deanna only took a mouthful to be polite.
There was a gay atmosphere in the truck. They had food in their bellies, ammunition in their guns, and gas in their truck. The festive feeling ballooned when they found the munitions bunkers only ten minutes later. The doors were locked with very massive looking locks, but Captain Grey used the power of the truck to smash the doors open. He then spun it around to use the head lights to illuminate the dark interior.
"Is it supposed to smell like that?" Deanna asked, nervously. There was a sharp smell of chemicals wafting out of the earth-covered bunker.
"Maybe you two should wait outside," Grey suggested. Deanna eagerly agreed, but over Ipes' protests, Jillybean stayed as Captain Grey went shopping for the second time that day. "Yes! This is what we want." The stacks of M112 demolition blocks were obvious; there were hundreds of them, enough to take down a dozen bridges.
He began explaining what they were as he loaded up the bed of the truck. "Each of these is composed of malleable C4. Malleable means you can bend it. It's a lot like soft clay."
"Aren't you ascared you might drop them and blowd us up?" she asked.
"Nope. We're perfectly safe. C4 is so stable that you could shoot a bullet into a block of it without setting it off. Blasting caps are needed for that. Those are like little bombs that set off the big bombs."
Grey grabbed all the green blocks he could fit in the back of the truck, pausing only to scratch his head and ask, "I wonder how much of this stuff it'll take to bring down a bridge?"
Jillybean could only shrug. He grunted and then moved on to the next thing on the list: blasting caps. They were small, grey snake-like things and he took a few crates worth. As well he grabbed a few hundred feet of detonation cord.
"Now all I need are the real good detonators," he said, cracking open crates and peering under their lids. She followed after him looking into the crates and marveling over all the different army things that had been left to rot. When she reached into one and pulled out a Claymore mine he smacked her hand, and when she tried to ask about some of the other interesting items, he refused to answer. His focus was on the detonators, nothing else mattered to him.
"Most engineer units use timed fuses. We don't have the luxury to know exactly when we want them to explode so we need a remote control detonator, the kind the Special Forces boys like to play with."
After looking through every crate, and growing cranky, he eventually found them in a dusty, little bin marked: Not For Use. "My ass," he said, thinking Jillybean couldn't hear.
When he had everything they needed, they went to test the C4. Jillybean was nervously excited and watched closely as he took a single block of explosive, jabbed a blasting cap into it, hooked the receiving end of the radio to it and set the whole thing against the concrete wall of a nearby drainage culvert. 
"That's it?" she asked, when he was finished.
"Yes and no. For our purposes, this will do the trick. When we get the charge ready for the bridge we'll branch the wire to each of the blocks. It should go up all at once. But let's see how this goes."
They joined Deanna who was sitting in the truck a hundred yards from the culvert. Despite the distance she had her fingers jabbed in her ears.
"Here we go," Grey said. He turned the transmitter to the on position, lifted a plastic guard and then pressed the button beneath. From so far away the explosion was a bit dull visually: a puff of smoke and some rocks flying. It was surprisingly loud, however.
"Yeesh," Jillybean said.
"I hope that was good enough of a test," Deanna said. "We'll have zombies here in no time."
"Let's see what sort of damage we did, first," Grey replied, looking happier than Jillybean had ever seen him. He almost seemed child-like beneath his rock hard exterior as he gunned the truck back to the culvert.
"You like this sort of thing, don't you?" Jillybean asked him.
"Blowing crap up?" he asked. "What's there not to like?"
She grinned in agreement. "I can't wait to blow up to the bridge. That'll be super cool."
His mood changed in a blink and he was right back to his growly old self. "Blowing up the bridge means we failed. Let's hope it doesn't come to that."
All three got out and looked at the damage done by the C4. Deanna and Jillybean were unimpressed. There was a hole about the size of a suitcase in the concrete. Grey was optimistic. "With what I have, I can blow up the bridge five times over! Time for the next step, let's go build a boat."
It was about four in the afternoon and Grey became obsessed with getting back before sunset and yet he still stopped anywhere that looked like it sold boats or fishing supplies. Eventually he found what he was looking for: kayaks.
They had come across a number of kayaks on the west side of the river earlier that morning, but no one had thought they were a good idea because it was obvious the river zombies would swamp them with ease. At their looks of confusion, he said, "Since we don't have a pontoon, we can make one instead. I'll float the explosives on it and park it right up against the bridge support."
Once the kayaks were tied down over the explosives in the back of the truck, Grey went in search of a wood pallet to act as the platform. One was easily found, while a True Value furnished the metalware to bind it all together. A few miles north of the bridge he assembled his homemade pontoon and then went to work on the bomb.
Deanna kept watch from a healthy distance. Jillybean sat perched on the spare explosives watching Captain Grey. This, of course, nearly sent Ipes into a convulsion of worry.
How can you just sit on all that C4? It's enough to blow you up higher than the moon. What happens if you fart? You ever think about that? Jilly? Jillybean dear? Get off of it, please. Or at least let me go sit with Deanna. She looks awful lonely.
"Do what you need to do," Jillybean replied. Her mind was too focused on the bomb and the boat to notice that she had spoken aloud.
Grey suddenly seemed to realize that he had just taught a little girl…a girl whose mental status had been in question only the week before, how to build a bomb. "You ok, Jillybean?"
"I'm fine."
"Maybe you should go keep Deanna company."
"No, I'm fine. I want to see what you mean by pigtailing the wires together."
"That wasn't a suggestion, Jillybean," he said. "That was an order, and you will listen to me."



Chapter 33
Captain Grey
Eastern Shore of the Mississippi River
Grey watched Jillybean walking away and wondered if he had made a mistake letting her watch him build the bomb or by sending her away. Or maybe there hadn't been a mistake at all. Just then he didn't know what to think, he was too caught up worrying over every detail of his plan. It was a simple plan even for him: hold the River King's bread and butter hostage until Neil and the rest of the fugitives were released.
"We'll also need our trucks and supplies," Grey said to himself, working the detonation wires together, twisting them around each other. "But what if he says no? What should my game plan be?"
It was a nagging fear in him that the River King would try to bargain and Grey had nothing to bargain with. He needed it all. Without the supplies they would be sixty wandering vagabonds. Without trucks they would be sitting ducks for the River King to come scoop them up. That meant he had to stick to his guns no matter what…and that meant he should at least consider the idea that the River King might just walk away from the deal.
"He'd let me blow up his bridge? There's no way unless he didn't think I would in the first place."
Grey would just have to convince him and for that he would need a second bomb. A glance at the sun told him he'd be working in the dark, something that was extremely dangerous. It would bring the zombies out of the woodwork.
"Jillybean!" he called. She ran over, her skinny legs pumping. "I need your help. Can you find something flat? Like a board…no, a desk drawer would be better. Something about this size." He held his arms about three feet apart.
She sped to the nearest house and came back a few minutes later lugging two different sized drawers. He picked the smaller one, and instructed her to stack ten of the C4 bricks together to form a pyramid in it.
"And put the blasting sticks in 'em?" she asked when she was done.
"Yes, just make sure that you set them deep enough."
Finished with the first bomb, he dragged the homemade pontoon twenty yards down to the river's edge where the setting sun cast a glow upon the zombies struggling to get at him. There was little chance they would succeed. The bank on this stretch of the river was slippery and steep and, while he was as sure-footed as a goat, they were clumsy and the slime covering their bodies made even the simplest things difficult for them, such as getting out of the water.
He launched the boat, sliding it gently down the embankment and then hitching it to a tree overhanging the water. He then hurried back to Jillybean who was squinting with the failing light trying to expose more of the wiring so the ends could be joined easier. She was trying to peel the rubber casing off the wire like a banana.
"That's the hard way," Grey told her. "If you cut gently all around the wire about an inch up and then pull, the casing will just slide right off."
He demonstrated and she then copied him almost perfectly. Together they stripped away the remaining wires and were almost done when a voice squawked loudly right next to them: "Jillybean?"
They both jumped in surprise until they realized what they had heard was coming from her pants pocket. "It's Sadie!" Jillybean cried. She yanked the two-way radio off her hip and said, "Green this is Pink. I read you five by five. Do you read me?"
"Yes. This thing is louder than I thought. Hold on. Let me turn it down." There was some muted hissing and clicks and then she was back on. "How are you? You doing ok out there?"
"I'm doing good. We're building a bomb and I got cheese and crackers for dinner because Miss Deanna thought they were icky and Ipes says hi, and I got a remote control car named Jazzy-Blue that saved us from the monsters."
"Deanna?" Sadie asked in bewilderment. "Who's Deanna…and did you say bomb?"
Jillybean took a large breath to answer but Grey reached out and grabbed the radio from her. "What did I teach you about operational security?"
"Sorry, I forgot. 'Cept I did use my code name and we don't have one for Miss Deanna or Ipes."
His hard look softened slightly at her apology. "Hopefully you can tell her everything in a couple of hours. Until then tell you're fine and will talk soon."
Still hanging her head from the rebuke, Jillybean accepted the phone back. "Green this is Pink. I can't answer you just yet, but we can talk soon."
"But Jill…I mean Pink, you said…" There was a pause, and when Sadie came back on, her voice was pitched lower. "Are you with our old friend?"
Captain Grey held out his hand to Jillybean before she could answer. "Tell her: that's a negative."
"Green, that's a negative. And I shouldn't say more because of operational security. So, bye. See you soon."
"He is alive," Sadie whispered into the radio. "Then…then I guess I'll see you soon."
When the radio went silent, Jillybean looked at Grey solemnly. "Sorry. I got over 'cited and I forgot."
"It happens," he replied, turning once again to the wires. "While I finish here, go get Deanna. We got to scoot." The second, much smaller bomb, was quickly put together. He checked the batteries on both the transmitter and receivers, before marking the detonators, one with an "S" for small and the other with a "B" for bridge.
Then, with Deanna's help, he loaded the small bomb onto the leftover stacks of C4 in the truck and slowly drove back to the highway that lead up to the bridge. Unfortunately, there weren't any tall buildings around where he could set the bomb for a more sensational effect. He figured he would place it atop one of the many big-rig trucks that sat dead on the side of the road. Instead he found a dry fuel truck and, with the hope that there was still some residue of fuel or fumes permeating it, he lugged the bomb onto its roof and turned the receiver to the armed position.
Deanna was slightly relieved that the bomb was no longer in the back of the truck, however on the drive back it was full dark and without headlights it seemed like they hit every chuck-hole ever dug and the mass of C4 in the back shimmied and shook alarmingly.
"You sure it won't blow up?" she asked, with an uneasy glance at the full bed. "What happens if you don't see, like, a steep drop or something?"
"It's fine," Grey said, wearing a scowl that nobody could see.
"You can shoot the bombs and they won't go off," Jillybean said, helpfully. "They're perfectly safe."
Deanna wasn't mollified by the little girl and took to fidgeting. Grey rolled his eyes and added, "This stuff has been around for years. Engineers bang it around all the time and it never goes off by dropping it or jarring it. In fact you can burn it like a piece of wood and it still won't blow up."
"You've seen that?" she asked.
"No, but I know people who've done it. They said it was a little nerve-wracking at first, but it provided heat when they needed it."
Despite their assurances, Deanna never quite relaxed, not even when they made it back to the river safely. She was nervous as a cat when he waded into the water alone, moaning like a zombie. She looked like she wanted to say something or ask a question but in the end said nothing. Grey didn't have time for a conversation anyway.
Imitating the zombies, he drifted over to where he had leashed the small pontoon, and once he had cut it free, he allowed the river to carry him the two miles to the bridge. This trip in the river was the easiest he'd made yet. The pontoon acted as a buffer and he was hardly touched by any of the foul beasts around him as the current took him right up to the central support.
The bridge at Cape Girardeau was asymmetrical in design. For some unknown reason it consisted of two main supports and three smaller ones. One of the main supports was smack in the middle of the river while the other jutted out of the water almost on the west bank. The three smaller supports sat very close to the east bank and Grey could not puzzle out why they had bothered with three small ones instead of a third large one.
The central support was forty feet of concrete and it was an awkward and tedious operation to position the bomb properly, especially as he was constantly jostled by zombies slipping by. After a quarter of an hour he got it as secure as it could get and then he began the chore of swimming back to shore without appearing like he was swimming.
He had to kick with his legs while keeping his upper body completely still. It was tedious and exhausting, but he made it the eastern bank far downriver and had an hour long walk back. Deanna and Jillybean were almost in a panic by the time he returned. "That seemed to take forever," Deanna said. "Is everything ok with the bomb? Did you lose it? Did it sink?"
"Yes, no and no," Grey answered, shortly. He went to their cache of food, picked over what was available and found a chicken and rice MRE, the best of a bad lot as far as he was concerned. He ripped open the sealed bag and started eating it cold.
"That's it?" Deanna asked. "Yes, no and no are all the answers you're going to give?"
"What can I tell you, it was a long walk back," he replied. "You sound like someone's wife."
"Not yours," she shot at him.
A number of nasty retorts came to mind, but he bit them all off and only shrugged and continued eating. When he was done he kicked a hole in the earth and buried the remains. "Jillybean, I need your other two-way."
She unclipped it, saying, "Can we get closer just in case you get to blow up the bridge?"
At first he squinted, trying to make out her features in the dark and again that stray thread of worry came loose in his mind—was it normal for a seven-year-old to want to see a bridge destroyed in a tremendous blast?
Hell, yes it was, he answered himself. He would've gotten a kick out of it when he was a boy. "Sure, move up as close as you can without getting caught. If I call you on the two-way, answer in short sentences. If I use your call sign, Pink, then answer in the affirmative, if I don't, answer in the negative. Understood?"
She nodded and as usual with her she had more questions. "Can we give Ipes a call sign, too? He wants to be called Killer Z because he thinks that'll frighten people listening, but it doesn't really fit him. The only thing he's ever killed is a plate of cookies."
"Just humor him for now," Grey suggested, hoping to shelve that discussion for another time or a whole other year. He turned to Deanna. "Your call sign should not give away anything about you. The River King knows Jillybean has escaped so she can keep Pink, but you should be Black. Is that ok with you?"
"Yes, but…" she was again hesitant and he scowled, annoyed that she couldn't just spit out words. She saw the look and asked, sheepishly, "What if you don't come back? What are we supposed to do?"
So, she didn't think he would make it? A part of him wanted to be angry but he killed the feeling, knowing that she had been held hostage since all this started and the new undead world was more frightening to her than to anyone. "You don't do anything. By that I mean no heroics, Jillybean. You go back to Fort Campbell, gather all the supplies you can handle and then try to slip across the river somewhere south of here. Use your common sense and you'll be able to make it to Colorado."
"Ok," Deanna said, sounding relieved that she wouldn't be asked to try to assault the River King's lair in order to save him.
"Just do nothing?" Jillybean asked, looking confused. "That doesn't sound like me."
"Remember what I said about following orders?" he growled. He kept his face grim for only a few seconds before he broke into a smile. "Really, this shouldn't be that hard. The River King will never risk his most prized asset."
Once again the three of them climbed into the truck and Grey drove them a half mile from the eastern gate. Goodbyes were given: stiffly between Grey and Deanna, warmly with Ipes and Jillybean. He then divested himself of everything but the detonators, the two-way radio and a single rectangle of C4. With a last glance at Deanna, he set off for the bridge which appeared out of the dark only minutes later. It looked empty and dead.
"Here goes nothing," he said as he picked up a heavy rock and advanced on the heavy metal gate. He began hitting it with the rock, making a sound like an out of tune gong. There came cursing from the other side and then a man's head and torso appeared at the top of the gate. He stared at Grey as if he was crazy.
"We don't open after dark," he said. "Come back in the morning."
"I think you'll open for me," Grey said. "Check this out."
He tossed the explosive up to the man who gave it a look. "I can't read what it says."
"It's C4," Grey told him. "And I've got two hundred more of those strapped to the main support of that bridge."
"Why?"the guard asked, holding the explosive at arm's length. "What do you want?"
"To talk to the River King," Grey answered simply enough. "In person, right here."
"He won't be happy," the man said as he disappeared behind the gate.
Grey expected the wait to be long and was pleasantly surprised when the gate opened after only a minute. A guard beckoned him inside. "The River King asks that you wait inside so you aren't attacked by stray stiffs; thinks you might hit the go button if you panic. I'm also to see if you are armed or if you got on a suicide vest or something."
"I only have this," Grey said, showing him the bridge detonator, which he kept ready in his left hand. 
Now the wait was longer and uncomfortable. Four men with guns aimed at his chest were his only company and long tense minutes passed. The men were stern and quiet, just like he was and it was a bit of a jolt to the atmosphere they had created when the River King came bustling in, grinning.
"What is this I hear? Someone threatening my…bridge," he stumbled on his words, shocked to see who he was addressing. "My, it's Captain Grey! And here I thought I'd be dealing with some imbecile or madman or wanna-be pirate."
"You have my friends, my stuff and my trucks," Grey stated. "I want them all back. And that includes Sadie."
"Whoa! Hold on big fella. You're jumping the gun here. You show up holding a little radio deal and you want me to hand over wanted criminals? That's not how this works."
"Then how does it work?"
"Come; let's go see this bridge you're thinking about destroying." The River King took a few steps, but Grey didn't budge. The King made a face. "Do you think I'm trying to trap you? You're the one with the bomb…supposedly."
"Open your gate and you'll see I don't bluff," Grey replied.
"Sure, why not?" the River King said, though he did so with just a little bit less enthusiasm. The gate was opened and Grey took out the detonator of the smaller bomb. "Right down there," he said, jutting his chin down the highway. He hit the button and the bomb went off with an explosion that lit up the night for miles around. A second later the sound, a great thundering boom, shook the gate and caused the men to step back a pace.
Grey was happy to see the fuel truck burning like an inferno. "That was the small bomb. The big bomb is four times that size and is currently chained up to the middle span of your bridge. I have the materials, I have the motive, I have the ability, and I'm not bluffing."
"Seems so," the River King said. "All the more reason we should talk in private." Without waiting for a reply he walked off through the open second gate. Grey saw no recourse but to go with him. They didn't go far onto the bridge.
They meandered around the stalled out cars and then the River King went up to the series of three taut cables that acted as a rail for foot traffic. He hitched one boot up on the lower cable and leaned on the top one just as if he was bellying up to a bar.
"You know, Sadie walked right down this bridge a year ago. She must have passed within a hundred yards of me and I didn't know. I was too busy fighting to live, fighting to scratch out a way of life to notice."
"I won't be moved by pity," Grey scoffed. 
"I'm not looking for pity," the River King replied. "I know I deserve none. I was just talking about my daughter. She hates me, but if we had bumped into each other on this bridge last year, who knows. My guess is she would've helped me. She would've been here as I did unspeakable things to survive, to make a name for myself…"
"The River King is hardly a name," Grey said, interrupting.
"It's more than a name!" the River King shot back. "It's who I am. It's who I had to become. Do you think anyone would fear some average guy named Steve Walcott? That's my real name. Or at least it was. No, no one fears Steve. But the River King is much different."
"Uh-huh," Grey grunted. "You're nothing more than some petty warlord."
The River King laughed easily at this. He gave Grey a glance and then leaned way out over the rail, looking toward the middle span. "The angle is too sharp to see it," he said, turning back to Grey and appraising him with a steady eye. "You're right Captain Grey. I am only a petty warlord and my name is pretentious and silly. If I had real power I wouldn't be threatened by the idea of a bomb."
"The bomb is real and so are my demands."
"Then hit the button," the River King said, poking his fingers in his ears.
Grey only stared at him until he pulled his fingers out. "I'm not joking," he growled, angrily.
"And I'm not either," the River King said. "I don't have real power. It exists only in the minds of the people beneath me. What would they think if I knuckled under to you? What would they think if you forced me to empty my prisons? How would they look at me, knowing I paid ten thousand for my own daughter only to have her taken away?" He stepped right up to Grey; there was cologne on his shirt and his breath smelled of red wine. 
"You called me a petty warlord and again so right. And we both know what happens to petty warlords if they can't create and maintain the illusion of real power."
"They get a knife in the back curtesy of a rival," Grey said. "But that's the life you chose."
"I didn't choose this. I had a great life before the apocalypse. Money, cars, a different woman every night. This…this was forced on me."
"I swear that sounds like pity," Grey said. "And at the same time it sounds like a load of crap. We both know that you'd rather stave off rivals than lose your bridge. A River King without a bridge is a king without a kingdom."  The captain wore a wolf smile as he said this, thinking he had the River King right where he wanted him.
"Unless he has another bridge," the River King replied with a bit of a smile playing on his lips. Grey felt the sudden lightness of uncertainty in his gut. It was an unusual feeling for him and he didn't like it. 
"Oops," the River King said. "I can tell you weren't counting on that. You see, back when all this shit was going down your friends in the army were worried about being trapped on the wrong side of the river on account of everyone blowing up bridges left and right to keep the zombies from crossing over. So they scrounged up all this bridging equipment. Floating bridges they called them, I believe."
"But your rivals…"
"My rivals don't know about the floating bridges. It wasn't here that the army stored them." The River King rubbed his hands together, almost gleefully. "Yes my rivals will have a heyday if you blow this sucker up. They'll be like cockroaches squirming out into the light to expose themselves, jumping at the chance to call me out, but where will their solution be? What will they have but pointing fingers and the scare of civil war? Who wants that?"
He gestured across the river at Cape Girardeau. "The people don't want that. No sir. They want a real leader, a leader with solutions! I will present my new bridge and I will be the River King once again while those who called me out will be indicted for conspiring with you, Captain Grey to blow up the bridge. I'll come out in a stronger position."
Grey couldn't believe this. "That is a better alternative than just letting a few prisoners go?"
"It's a more certain alternative. But that doesn't mean I want it to come to pass. Because if my bridge gets blown up," he paused and slapped a steel strut with the flat of his hand. "I would be very angry and I would have to hurt everyone you cared about Captain Grey. Even little Jillybean who I know is out there somewhere. It would be very, very sad." He frowned and put a hand on Grey's shoulder. "You see why I don't really want you to blow up my bridge? It's one thing to return all those fugitives to their rightful owners, Sadie might be able to understand that, but you'd be forcing me to publicly torture and mutilate them first. I would much rather have you see reason and realize that one way or another, your mission has failed. I will not be releasing any prisoners."
Grey was speechless as he tried to puzzle out if the River King was bluffing. He knew the army had bridging equipment and it made sense that they would want to keep the Mississippi open, and it wouldn't be all that hard to find. But would the River King really risk a free standing bridge over this?
"Let me help you out," the River King said when Grey had stood there for half a minute pondering everything he had just heard. "I'll sweeten the pot since you seem confused at your choices. Blow up the bridge and I'll see to it that the people you wanted to save will suffer even more than they already will, or hand me that detonator and I'll throw you a bone."
"Neil?" Grey asked. "You'll set him free?"
"No. Gunner wants him too badly. I was think…"
"Hardly," Grey said cutting him off. "If anyone, Gunner wants me. You just want to get rid of Neil because of Sadie."
The River King glared. "Maybe you're right. Maybe I hate Neil for turning my daughter against me and maybe I want to see him dead very badly. Either way he's not part of the deal."
"Then what is it?"
"Jillybean, I won't search for her like I should. Not only that, I'll let that ugly girl with the missing teeth go. She's practically worthless anyway. They can both go to Colorado for all I care."
"That's it?"
"That's it. Make your choice."
"Then I choose blowing up the bridge. You're not giving me shit."
When the River King only shrugged, Grey held up the detonator, flipped up the plastic guard and said, "Last chance." Again the king only shrugged and so Grey, very slowly pressed the detonate button.
"Now who's bluffing?" the River King asked when nothing happened. Grey had switched the power to off right before he brought up the detonator. He'd been hoping to catch his opponent bluffing, hoping for one last chance.
"You would've let me blow up the bridge?" Grey asked in disbelief.
"Of course. I gave you my reasons and I wasn't lying. Now please, hand over the detonator if you don't mind." The River King held out his left hand while in his right he held a small pistol pointed at Grey.
"You're certifiably crazy," the soldier said as he slipped the batteries out of the detonator. Instead of handing it over he tossed it into the water far below. 
"Maybe," the River King said. "But I'm also the man who just took down the great Captain Grey. I can't wait to see you in the arena, my friend."



Chapter 34
Sadie Walcott
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
At eleven, when the buildings were beginning to grow quiet as the candles began to fall in on themselves Sadie was laying in bed thinking, praying, and hoping.
First she'd found out that Captain Grey was alive and there was a bomb being built. Then only a minute before Jillybean had whispered across the radio waves: "He hasn't come back. We don't know what's happening."
The little girl hadn't replied to Sadie's urgent questions other than to whisper, "Monsters are right here."
Sadie lay there for another ten minutes staring at the little black radio. It had been far easier to get a hold of than she would have guessed. That morning she had gone in search of one, going through every room that wasn't occupied, however the university campus hadn't been a place for two-way radios before the apocalypse, and if the River King's men had any they kept a close watch on them.
Luckily, Sadie had persevered, carting around Eve who had grown heavy and was now quite a chunk. In her desire to be thorough she had even gone out to the trash truck and there, sitting on the top of the pile had been Jillybean's I'm A Belieber backpack. Inside, among all the odds and ends the little girl had hoarded was the radio.
Now it sat on Sadie's mattress, silent. Every few seconds Sadie would glance at it and wonder if now it was safe to use. She had just decided to give it ten more minutes, the limit of her patience, when the sound of soft footsteps came to her from the hall. Quick as a wink she clicked off the radio and shoved it beneath her mattress just as her father came in without knocking. He never knocked and he always thrust himself into her room as if he wanted to catch her doing something wrong.
This time he almost did. She only just straitened up and she was sure the look of innocence on her face was as fake appearing as it felt. "Yes?"
"You in the middle of something?" he asked, his dark eyes roving over Sadie's crooked smile. 
"No, uh-uh."
For some reason he was slow to relax and his look of suspicion didn't leave.  "Ok, I've got good news and bad news. Your old friend Captain Grey is alive."
"And the bad news?"
"Let's not skip over the good news so fast," her father said. "You don't seem so surprised."
For some reason her eyes started blinking and they wouldn't stop. "I—I think be—because he's so tough. I never count him out."
"Maybe you should. We caught him trying to blow up the bridge. He's in the prison with the others, and no you can't see him."
She was already up. "Yes I am."
The River King shook his head, sadly. "What good did it do visiting Neil? You came away like a sad little puppy and you took it out on me. Look honey, there's certain things that are out of my hands. I just can't release Neil without starting a war with Gunner. The same is true with those prostitutes. I'm in a weak position here, otherwise I would."
"And Grey?"
"He tried to blow up the bridge! What would everyone think if I let him off the hook with a warning? They'd string me up and sell you to New York. Don't you see that most of what I do is to keep you safe? This included. If it gets out that you're visiting the prisoners all the time, especially the ones who tried to sabotage our greatest asset, people will talk and when they start talking they won't stop. It'll undermine us."
Sadie wanted to reply, to tell him he was full of shit, but she was obedient to the person she looked upon as her real father and took Neil's advice; she hid her anger behind a cold mask. Not exploding in fiery self-righteousness as she usually would have, allowed her to think clearly, something she wasn't normally good at.
If she visited Captain Grey, what could he tell her that Jillybean couldn't? The only thing she could think of was how he screwed up, which likely wasn't going to be helpful. "Tomorrow then," she said. "Everyone knows I'm their friend. I don't think people will talk all that much. And I won't over do it. I'll wait to see Neil the next day."
"That may not be possible," her father said. "I'm afraid they are scheduled to go. When the convoy comes back we're going to load up the prisoners and send them right out again. We're simply not equipped to handle so many people in our cells. It's not fair to them."
"Not fair to them!" Sadie screamed, waking Eve. The baby's plaintive little noises brought Sadie back to her senses. Yelling wouldn't get her father to change his mind. She tried begging. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to lose my temper, just tell me what I can do to save them, or just Neil. How can I help you around here to make that happen?"
"There's nothing you can do, but you knew that. So don't press me on this," the River King warned. "I don't have much patience for people who try to undermine me."
There it was exactly as Neil had told her. Just because she was the River King's daughter didn't mean she was entirely safe. Still she wouldn't give up so easily. "What about turning them into slaves? There's probably tons of stuff they could do around here."
The River King took a deep breath. "Men make terrible slaves, they revolt, they take every chance to run away, and guys like Grey always try something heroic and stupid. That's why we have the arena; it provides entertainment and gets rid of the unwanted without having to resort to executions. It sort of is a win-win."
She gave him a grimacy smile and said, "Maybe you're right. I-I want to be alone. Eve needs her sleep and so do I. Goodnight."
"This will all work itself out," he replied, trying to put a smile in his voice. "Don't worry. You'll see."
It'll work itself out when all my friends are dead? That's what he meant. She guessed it was his hope that she would forget about them after a few weeks or months, but she knew she never would. Just as she knew she would never forgive him.
He left her as Eve started to demand attention. Sadie soothed the baby as quietly as possible so she could hear if her father had really left or not. His steps retreated down the hall and she resisted the urge to break out the radio right away. Only when Eve fell back to sleep and the building was quiet, did she decide to risk pulling it out.
"Pink? Pink? Hello Pink this is Green."
"Gr-Green this is Pink," Jillybean said, her words choking with emotion. "We lost Grey. He got captured, I think."
"He did, my father has him," Sadie said. "I don't know how. All I know is that he was caught trying to blow up the bridge."
"No, he was supposed to be, like holding it hostage. You know, only threatening to blow it up if we didn't get all our people back. But…but he never came back and we…I mean me…I was left all by myself."
"Are you in danger?"
"No. We're ok right now I guess. How's Eve? Is she happy?"
Sadie glanced at the baby and as always marveled at the smoothness of her skin, the roundness of her cheeks, her over all perfection. "Yeah, she's happy. Jilly…" Sadie paused, not because she had broken protocol, but because she wanted to ask a question, one that was horrible to ask. After a second with her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth she asked a different question, "What are you going to do?"
Jillybean's little girl voice came back sounding sad and scared. "We're supposed to leave and go to Colorado. That's what he said to do."
"You should go. That's the right thing to do…but…I'm sorry to say this, but if you do leave, Neil and Grey will die. I shouldn't be asking you this, but can you do anything to help them? Anything at all." It was a shot in the dark, but Jillybean was Jillybean
"I don't know. They'll be watching for me, at least at first. Maybe in a few days I could try…"
Sadie cut across her, "No. It has to be sooner. They're going to be shipped out the day after tomorrow. Those prostitutes will be going back to The Island and the rest are either being sent back to Gunner or to New York. So if you're going to think of something it has to be soon."
Jillybean was silent for a long time. Minutes passed before she said, "I don't know. I don't think I can get them all out so quickly."
Sadie's heart sank. "That's ok. You don't have to answer right now. Sleep on it. Maybe something will come to you. I'll call you in the morning, ok?"
"Ok, bye."
"Sweet dreams," Sadie said and clicked off the radio. To herself she whispered, "Sweet dreams? She's out there alone surrounded by zombies. How the hell is she going to have sweet dreams?" Sadie had forgotten how earlier Jillybean had mentioned someone named Deanna and assumed that when she kept slipping up using the pronoun we she had meant her and Ipes. 
Sadie laid down, feeling immense guilt. It had been wrong of her to lay the burden of rescuing Neil and Grey on a seven-year-old, and yet who else could do it? She knew she couldn't do it. After Jillybean's Houdini-like disappearance, the River King had doubled the guard, going so far as to station two men inside the prison wing in spite of all the complaining about the smell.
The perimeter fence also saw an increase in patrols and now they were being equipped with night vision goggles. Only a genius could get through all that and Sadie would be the first to admit she wasn't one.
She spent a mostly sleepless night racking her brain trying to figure out a way for them to escape or how she could use her position on the inside in order to help Jillybean. The best she could come up with was by causing a distraction: a fire of some sort, or an explosion, though how she would create one she didn't know. The fuel depot just outside in the main parking lot was fenced in and heavily guarded.
"And I can't be seen as a suspect," Sadie whispered. They would send her off to New York for certain if she wasn't sitting in plain view when the fire started, something that seemed impossible. "I just don't know how to do this."
The only other way she could help Jillybean was by slipping her information. Sadie figured she would be able to give her guard numbers and locations, shift change times, and maybe the best spot along the fence to slip through. It wasn't much, but it would help and with Jillybean's brains a little help could go a long way. The one thing she didn't figure on was her father.
"I've got good news," the River King said at breakfast the next morning. Sadie was bleary from lack of sleep; her father, on the other hand was as chipper as always. "The convoy will be back tonight!" he grinned, raking a hand through his black hair. "We'll gas up the trucks and turn them right around."
Sadie's stomach dropped. "How is that good news?"
He eyed her close, saying, "We both know that little psycho is out there cooking up something. I didn't believe your stories at first about how smart she was but after her disappearance I had a change of heart and I instructed the convoy to drive non-stop. They'll be here by seven and until they pull away, I'll be tripling the guard."



Chapter 35
Deanna Russell
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
The two of them slept in the truck, Jillybean fitfully in the front, Deanna, partially folded and kinked in the back. They woke quietly to the sound of birds chirping and neither spoke for a long time. Their silence was not strained or uncomfortable; both of them were too much in shock for such mundane and useless feelings.
Listlessly, Jillybean stared at the bridge of which only the tall spans could be seen; they were small and hazy with distance. "I don't know," she said and Deanna could have sworn she wasn't talking to herself, but to her toy zebra.
"What don't you know?" Deanna asked. "How to rescue them? You don't know because you can't. No one can. If Captain Grey couldn't do it, no one can."
"That's what Ipes says," Jillybean replied. "But he's been wrong a lot lately." She looked at her zebra strangely as if it was broken. "And he's been more ascared than normal."
"I don't blame him. There's a lot to be scared about."
Jillybean shook her head. "No, not really. I think this is how we're going to live from now on, so being ascared is…what's the word? Not pointed. I guess sometimes you should be ascared but not all the time like Ipes."
Or me, thought Deanna. She was nervous simply being in the truck. A zombie had ambled by earlier, heading to a thick stand of forest a few feet off the dirt road they were parked on. How many more of them were down there hiding in the shadows? How many would it take to bash in the windows of the truck and drag her out? Not many, she guessed.
"We should get going," Deanna said.
"What do you mean?" Jillybean asked. "To where?"
"To Fort Campbell. That's what Captain Grey told us to do. We can get lots of supplies there. Then we'll find that little boat thing he made. We might have to take a few trips back and forth, but…why are you looking at me like that?"
"Because Sadie is going to call." Jillybean held up the two-way radio as her proof. "And because she asked me to help rescue Mister Neil and Captain Grey. That's why. We can't leave."
Deanna looked at her tiredly. "You don't have any ideas. I don't have any ideas. With just the two of us there's not much we can do. You have to see that."
Jillybean crossed her arms. "I don't have any ideas, yet," she stated, emphatically. "But I could get one at any time. Like just now I had the idea that we could blow up the bridge for reals. It would keep the prisoners from leaving."
"Hold that thought," Deanna said. She then looked all around the truck, searching for zombies. When she saw they were alone, she yanked open the back door and hopped out, then just as quickly hopped back in through the driver's door. "There might have been a zombie under the truck," she said in response to Jillybean's look.
"Why didn't you just climb over the seat?"
"I don't know," Deanna answered, honestly. "It just seemed like…it's not my truck and it's rude, and we're getting off topic. What good would it do any one to blow up the bridge? It would only piss off the River King and we would still have to find some way to sneak past a hundred guards, break all the prisoners out of their chains and then sneak out again. It's impossible with just the two of us."
"We also have Sadie."
"Is Sadie some sort of super-warrior?" Deanna demanded, raising her voice. "Because that's what we'll need. You saw the River King's guards. They were vicious looking and armed to the teeth. Someone will have to fight them because they're not going to run away, or be easily fooled into leaving their posts."
"I'm still going to try."
Deanna grimaced and then tried to smile and then pounded the steering wheel. "Damn it, Jillybean! We lost, don't you get it? You're not going to get your friends back and neither am I. The only thing we can do is find safety for ourselves."
"You can go, but I'm still going to try."
"Ok," Deanna said, throwing her hands up. "Fine. Try if that's what you want, but I'm not going to help. You have two days."
Jillybean was angry over this and pouted, not realizing she had far less time than she knew. A few minutes later, Sadie broke the bad news. "Pink, it's me, Green. Are you there?" Her voice was so shaky that it almost didn't sound like Sadie.
"Yes it's Pink. What's wrong?"
"The convoy will be here tonight!" Sadie hissed. "They're going to refuel and head back out again as soon as they can."
"When?" Jillybean asked. "What time?"
Deanna reached out and pushed the radio down. "It doesn't matter what time. You can't rescue them no matter how much time you have."
The little girl twisted her hands away. Glaring at Deanna she repeated, "What time?"
"Around seven. Can you rescue them by then?"
"Tell her no," Deanna said. "Don't let her get her hopes up." Jillybean hesitated, looking tiny and lost in the big truck. She opened her mouth twice but couldn't bring herself to do it. "Here, let me." Deanna reached for the radio and Jillybean drew back quickly.
"No. I haven't thought about everything yet."
"Yes you have," Deanna insisted.
Jillybean shook her head and then ran a pink sleeve across her eyes where tears had begun to form. "No I haven't. If I had I would have thought of the answer by now. It's up here somewhere," she said, touching her head gently. "Or it's in Ipes!"
She stared at the zebra, excited at first, but with growing anger. "What do you mean you can't help?" she demanded of the toy. "Of course you can, and yes, you know I still need you."
"What are you doing?" Deanna asked. "Are you ok?"
"Doing?" Jillybean asked; she sounded dazed as if as she couldn't believe what she was hearing. "I'm talking to Ipes. He says I don't need his help now. He says I'm smart now, but I'm only halfway through the As and even when I'm done I know I'm going to need him still."
Deanna tried to hide her worry behind a kind smile. Jillybean had mentioned her zebra a few times in conversation but this bizarre "dialogue" between them was a clear case of some sort of mental illness.
"I'm sure it will be ok," she said to the child. "How about I tell Sadie that we'll get back to her."
Jillybean handed the radio over and, after a quick glance around, Deanna slid out of the truck. She hit the send button and said, "Sadie? This is…" For a second her call sign escaped her, but then it came. "This is Black. I'm sorry but we won't be able to help you."
"Who is this?" Sadie asked.
"I'm not supposed to tell, except to tell you I'm a friend."
When the radio crackled next, the suspicion in Sadie's voice wasn't hard to miss. "Let me talk to Pink."
"She can't talk right at the moment. She's having an episode."
"What's that mean?"
Deanna was a little embarrassed to say, "It has to do with Ipes."
Sadie came back on and spoke quickly. "Is Ipes talking through her? You know like using her mouth?"
Deanna at first stared at the radio in disbelief and then she snuck a look at Jillybean in the truck; the little girl was jabbering away, holding the toy, eight inches from her face. "No, it's Jillybean doing all the talking," Deanna said, forgetting to use the call sign.
"That's ok then," Sadie said.
"No it's not ok. It's a sign of mental illness, most likely post traumatic stress disorder. It's making her…unbalanced. She won't let go of the idea of saving her friends even though it would be suicide to try."
The radio was silent for a few minutes save for a distant fuzz. When Sadie came back on, her voice was lower, more somber. "If it's suicide, tell her not to try. Neil is smart; he might be able to get away on his own."
Neil didn't rank very high in Deanna's eyes. Not only was he physically unintimidating, he had also failed horribly as a leader. Deanna also noted how both Jillybean and Sadie had been entirely focused on saving their friends as if all the other prisoners were merely tagalongs and unimportant. 
"I'll let her know," Deanna said, coolly. "Black, out."
She turned off the radio and went back to the truck to find the troubled little girl staring out the window. "Ipes says he doesn't know how to help. He says he can't think of a thing. That doesn't sound like him. Do you think he's sick?"
"Let's not worry about him for now," Deanna replied. "Sadie said that since it was so dangerous to attack the River King that we shouldn't try. She thinks we should get moving on to Colorado."
Her soft golden eyebrows went up in surprise. "Really? Huh. Well you can go if you wanna. I'm going to figure this out."
"This isn't a puzzle you can figure out. It's lots of men with guns against us two. That's all the figuring you need to do."
Jillybean shook her head. "No. It's a puzzle we just don't have all the pieces yet. Hmmmm, I need to draw this out." She leapt out of the truck, cast about on the ground for a proper stick and when one didn't present itself she looked in her ladybug backpack, pulling out a screw driver she had picked up from who knew where.
Deanna began, "We don't have time…" Jillybean cut her words off by closing the car door. "Son of a bitch!" Deanna hissed, getting out. She went around the truck, wondering if she was going to have to physically drag the little girl to Fort Campbell.
With the screw driver she began to etch in the dirt. "This is the perimeter fence. Here is the fuel storage area. Here's the brick building with the prisoners and this is that weird building where Sadie and the River King live." She sat back and said, "Hmmm," again.
"Yeah that's the place, but drawing doesn't make it any less impregnable." Saying the word impregnable set off a subconscious reaction and absently she rubbed her tummy.
Jillybean caught the move which only added to her confusion. "I don't know that word, but I know pregnant. That's what means a baby is inside you."
"Impregnable means something impossible to attack."
"Then you used the word wrong," she stated. "We got bombs. We can blow up the fence and then set the monsters on the guards. Yeah Ipes, I know there's not a lot of monsters outside the river, but we could get enough to..."
"Enough to what?" Deanna asked. "Even if you get zombies past the fence, all that will happen is that the people will retreat inside the buildings."
"And they have shooters on top of the buildings," Jillybean said and then stared at the crude map, studying it. "Maybe we could blow a hole in one of the walls of the buildings…no, we'd still have to get to the prisoners before the monsters did, and even if we did, we'd still need to free them…" Her face drooped at the realization that her plan wouldn't work.
Deanna rubbed the little girl's bony shoulders. "Maybe the base isn't impregnable but we can't attack it with what we have to work with."
"You're right. The base is a dead end."Jillybean stabbed the screwdriver into the dirt and brooded.
"Then you'll come with me to Fort Campbell?"
"No…well yes, but not yet. I still need to figure this all out."
Deanna glanced up at the sun and guessed the time to be near eight in the morning. She was itching to go and couldn't hide from the reason why: all her friends, everyone she cared about were only twelve hours away from making a trip back to torture and death, and Deanna was unable to do a thing about it. She wanted to run from this insurmountable problem and begin the process of forgetting.
"There's nothing to figure out. You just agreed with me that the base was impossible to attack."
Jillybean suddenly stood, ran over to the truck and climbed up into the back. "Yeah, I'm not going to attack the base," she said, slowly while her hands touched the C4 as if the feel of it was somehow enjoyable. She smiled and Deanna swore it was the most wicked smile she had ever seen on a little kid.
"I'm going to blow up the bridge," Jillybean said.



Chapter 36
Captain Grey
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
Grey spent the night in one of the "Gladiator" cells being openly stared at by the other cage fighters; some with cool, calculating eyes, most with fear. He didn't look their way and when a few asked him questions he didn't reply. His time was going to be short under the thumb of the River King as he didn't plan on actually fighting anyone. 
It would be immoral to kill an innocent man for the enjoyment of others. He would simply allow his first opponent to kill him. The first unblocked blow would stun him, and the second or third would anesthetize him from further pain. Unless, of course they stuck him in with one of the smaller men, then it would take a few more blows. Yet he didn't think it would happen that way.
No, the River King would want his money's worth and make the fight close to being equal. It would only be close because Grey had not seen his match among the other gladiators. Some were big and some tough but there wasn't a Navy Seal or Marine Recon among them as far as he could tell.
When morning came and the light revealed him more fully to the other prisoners, Neil called down from his end of the prison, "Is Jillybean alright?"
Grey stared at his friend as an odd sensation came over him. It was as though he was looking into the past. The other cages were filled with sad, sickly looking people crammed behind bars wearing nothing but their underwear. It was so much like Nazi Germany that it made him sick to his stomach.
"Yes," he answered and then when he had weighed the risks he added, "And so is Deanna." This caused a stir, especially among the female prisoners.
Fred Trigg felt the need to be an ass and asked, "How'd you get caught?"
"By trying to save your sorry hide," Grey answered, too embarrassed to say that he had been out maneuvered by the River King. He turned away from Fred and took in his cell mate, seeing him clearly for the first time. He was a tall, rangy man with hair as long as a woman's and tattoos that seemed to grow up from his chest to strangle his neck like some sort of green-tinted skin disease. 
"You army?" he asked Grey, eyeing his BDUs.
"Yep."
"Special Forces?"
"Nope." As long as the man didn't ask, Grey was going to reveal he had been an Army Ranger and had twenty-two confirmed combat kills and a boat load of unconfirmed ones under his belt. He wasn't proud of a single one. For him it was work that had to be done, like exterminating rats.
His cell mate began again seconds later, "Have you ever…"
Grey cut across him. "If you don't mind, I don't feel like talking."
"Sure. Whatever."
There would come a time for talking. There was no doubt that the River King would come by to gloat; it was in the man's DNA. Somewhere around mid-morning when the prison wing was beginning to heat up and the smell was enough to drain the life out of a person, the River King came in, waving a tan hand under his nose.
"My you are a rancid smelling bunch! But not for much longer. I have good news for our guests: we will be shipping you back this evening! So goodbye stink. Right?"
He actually looked like he expected someone to thank him. Neil said, "Yippee," which caused a number of smiles. 
The River King grinned, sourly. "Laugh it up, Neil. I'm not even going to charge Gunner for returning you. I'm only going to ask that he makes you fight in the arena first."
Neil caught Grey's eye and winked. "They better watch out in the Piggly Wiggly cuz I'm going to go craaazy!"
From across the prison, Grey smiled at his friend.
"You can go crazy, Neil," the River King said. "Just as long as you die."
"Didn't you hear me?" Neil asked. "I said craaazy. I didn't say I was going to die."
The River King dismissed him as if he were shooing away a fly. "He can go crazy but you, Captain Grey, I'm looking forward to see what sort of skills you have."
"You're looking at them," Grey said. "Oh, I forgot my best move." He leaned back on his bunk and stuck his hands behind his head.
"You think you're not going to fight?" The River King laughed. He turned to one of his henchmen. "Get me the girl with the messed up face."
"You said you would let her go," Grey said, sitting up at once.
The king's eyes twinkled. "I will if you fight and if you don't fight, I will hurt her very badly. Watch."
Melanie was dragged forward and, like all the female fugitives, she was wearing nothing but her bra and panties. The River King raised an eyebrow. "You got a nice body, but you should really consider carrying a paper bag around with you for everyone's convenience."
She didn't reply to this; she only hung her head.
"Leave her alone!" Neil yelled, pushing forward to the front of his cell.
The River King answered with a simple, "No." He then punched Melanie in the stomach and she went right to her knees, gasping for air. "Aw, would you look at that, Captain Grey? You disobey me and someone gets hurt. Now let's see it work like it's going to tonight in the arena. Al, go get our friend Neil. Captain Grey you're going to hurt him or I will hurt her."
Neil didn't need to be dragged out of his cell; he walked out with his chin up. "You're going to have my friend beat me up? Sounds good. Women like a man with scars. Come on, Grey make me manly."
"This is ridiculous," Grey said as his cell door was opened. "You want me to punch Neil?"
"Or this poor ugly creature gets her nose bent the other way," the River King said, sadly, as if he had no other choice.
"Come on, pussy," Neil taunted, Grey. "Give me your best shot."
Grey put up his fists. "Maybe you should close your eyes," he suggested. The River King snorted with genuine laughter and Neil shook his head. Grey punched him in the face, pulling it at the last second to lessen the blow. Still it landed flush on the nose with a thumping sound.
"Oh, ow! Son of a gun that hurt." Neil said, holding his face and walking in a little circle between the cells.
The River King shook his head. "No, no, no. Try again. Really hurt him this time."
"You want me to hurt him?" Grey demanded. "Fine. Here you go: Neil, you look pathetic in your whitey-tighties. Almost like a little boy." Neil had sprouted tears in his eyes from being hit across the bridge of the nose and now he started to laugh so hard that he was actually crying.
"How's that?" Grey asked the River King who was also smirking. "I made him cry."
"No, I made you, make him cry," the River King corrected. "And that was the whole point to this exercise. You have learned that you are going to do what I say, when I say it. Like tonight, you are going to fight to win, because if you don't win there will be serious repercussions." He drew a thumb across his neck: the universal sign for slitting a throat.
"You'll kill her if I die?"
"She's really useless to me otherwise. Here, how about you get to know her more. Get in the cage with them," he said, nudging Melanie with his boot. "Try to convince him not to lose. With your face, I suggest doing it doggy style."
The River King laughed at his own joke shutting the cage door himself. After seeing Neil back to his cell, he left along with the guards who were all eager to get out of there because of the smell.
Melanie stood, shivering with fright, her arms around her near bare torso. When Grey started to unbutton his BDU shirt she backed to the corner. "I'm just giving it to you to wear," he said.
"Thanks," she said, keeping her chin down so that her brutalized features were partially hidden. "I'm Melanie. We met a couple of days ago but just briefly."
"I remember."
She pointed at her face. "How could you not?"
They made small talk, something Grey normally despised however he could tell that Melanie needed to talk and to be heard. Out of compassion he listened and replied. Thankfully, their cell mate, the tall lanky man was also in the mood to talk and soon he took over Grey's duties in that area. He seemed nice enough, yet Melanie never left Grey's side.
Grey spent the remaining hours of the morning going over the moral conundrum he found himself in. To allow himself to be killed meant there would be two innocent lives sacrificed: his own and Melanie's, yet if he became a killer in the arena there was no telling how many lives he could take. Where did he draw the line? How many men would he have to kill before he could sacrifice Melanie? The question went round and round in his mind; the answer never came to him.
When the sun was directly overhead they were fed; the gladiators getting full meals to keep up their strength and the prisoners barely getting a few mouthfuls each. Grey shared some of his food with Melanie as did their cell mate who eventually introduced himself as Harvey. It was strange to Grey when he realized that Harvey was lonely. Before Melanie had been forced into the cell with them, he had worn the same tough-guy sneer that all the gladiators wore. Now he was eagerly chatting and was very friendly. Grey hoped he wouldn't have to fight him; he was becoming too human in his eyes.
 After lunch, as the prison became stifling and the air grew heavy, Melanie and Harvey's conversation ceased as a lethargy enveloped the prison and a drowsiness that was spell-like crept over everyone.
Those with bunks stretched out, those without, found whatever floor space they could cadge. No one managed to keep awake; although it was doubtful anyone tried. Grey's only thought before sleep took him was of Jillybean. Was she on her way to Colorado as he had ordered her? A part of him, the selfish part, hoped that she wasn't. He hoped she was out there plotting and scheming with Ipes in order to free them. Things had unraveled so fast for their group that it seemed unfair to him. And soon they were going to be scattered, irrevocably so.
It was depressing and he hid from the thought in the refuge of sleep. The hours slipped by and gradually the heat grew less as evening approached. The prisoners perked up; most wished they hadn't. Their countdown to a fate worse than the River King's prison was fast approaching and when the guards came in and started sorting the prisoners based on where they were going, a number of them began to slip into panic.
Next, the guards went down the lines and zip-tied the prisoner's hands together. Only then did the River King, along with a dozen bodyguards carrying assault rifles, come in to gloat once again. 
"Sorry, no time for long goodbyes, people. The convoy is back and is being re-fueled. Dixon, have your crew take charge of the prisoners and get them out front. I want this to go smooth, if anyone gets cute put a bullet through their knee. Understood?"
Dixon nodded. "Got it."
"Good," the River King said, before turning to Captain Grey. "Fight time, Grey. Stand up, let me take a look at you. Turn around, good, good. I really like that you gave up your shirt to the girl. It means you're connecting, it means you'll really fight." He turned and looked past the bound fugitives lined in the corridor and to the other gladiators. "Who should you fight?"
The River King mused on this, eyeing the men, some of whom stared right back and some of whom did their best to be overlooked like grade schoolers who couldn't answer a teacher's question.
"I think Davis," the King said, gesturing to one of the larger men in the group. He was very dark complected which made his white smile appear all the more sinister when he grinned; it was as if he'd been hoping to be picked. He began to work his beefy shoulders in small circles, warming up. "Davis used to play defensive end for TCU," the king said. "He enjoys hitting people."
Before Grey could say anything, Dixon began barking commands and the line of prisoners started moving toward the lone exit, shuffling along dejectedly, again reminding Grey of people being marched off to concentration camps. He eyed each as they passed. To those who would look up he would nod, solemnly. Michael Gates gave him a short-lived grin, Fred Trigg, a shrug. The women from The Island were too beaten down to do anything but hang their heads, while Marybeth Gates walked by looking far older than her thirty seven years. Her face was deeply lined and her mouth drooped.
Only Neil seemed unaffected, strangely so. He came last and Grey stuck his hand through the bars to him. Neil grasped it with both of his. "Do I look more manly?" he asked, referring to the swelling across the top of his nose.
"Yeah, you're a regular stud," the River King said, cutting in, trying to be hurtful. Neil only rolled his eyes as though the River King was nothing but a bratty kid brother that was best ignored.
"I was going to say a sexy stud," Grey said with a smile. 
Neil laughed and stuck out a hip. "You know where the dollars go."
"Ok, that's enough," the River King said.
"Just a second," Grey said. Though he had joked with Neil, he was actually worried for him. Neil wasn't himself. "What's wrong? You're acting strange, like you don't really uh…"
"Like I don't care?" Neil asked. "Because I don't. In fact I'm a little relieved that we were caught. I'm tired of all this crap: the running, the fighting, the zombies, the assholes like this jerk." He flicked his eyes to the River King. "I never wanted to be leader either and I never…"
He stopped and shook his head. Grey knew what he was going to say: I never wanted my wife to die.
"This is all very touching but there are crowds waiting for a fight," the River King said, after a glance at his watch. He then snapped his fingers to one of the guards who began pushing Neil out of the prison. "Time to get the show on the road! I bet the crowds are getting edgy. Al, get Davis out of his pen. Hannigan, come get this pathetic excuse for a soldier."
The two gladiators were bustled down the stairs and Grey had a last look at his fellow fugitives. They were standing in three long lines waiting for the trucks to finish being refueled. In the dark, the way they held themselves, listless with their heads hung, made them appear like they were just more of the undead. It was a sad spectacle and he turned away. 
Under the watchful eye of their armed escort, the two fighters walked to the largest building on the campus where Grey had first met the River King; it was busy as a hive and hummed with voices. The main lobby was brightly lit and filled with people, both men and women. They were evil in appearance, dirty and uncouth. They sneered at the fighters and a few of them spat. Davis ignored them, walking stoically though the lobby to what once had been the box office for the main auditorium. Grey followed along behind, letting his anger show, something that only drew a few laughs and made him more of a target for the spittle which came flying.
"That's enough!" shouted Hannigan when he was accidentally hit. "Back away."
The guard had some influence and the crowd let Grey pass through to the box office. They were ushered to a back room which was oddly crowded. Along with a few guards, there were four other men who were clearly cage fighters judging by their hard looks. 
A man in a wrinkled navy blue suit stood in their midst tapping a clipboard against his leg. When he saw Grey, he barked. "Finally! Let's get that door shut. Alright, we're running late as usual so listen up. In the prelims, I got Davis versus Grey and then O'Dell versus my boy  Grimes and, of course, the main event Chesser and Rizz. I want everyone warm and ready."
There was a murmuring of approval from the men, all except Grey who was honestly surprised that he and Davis weren't headlining the event. 
The man in the suit caught the look and laughed. "Did you think you were going to be the star of the show? Please. Who've you killed in the arena? No one. Until you do, you're just another dude waiting to get his face caved in by Davis."
Davis smiled his wicked smile. "Don't worry, you don't got too much longer to wait."
"Speaking of which," the man in the suit said, checking his watch. "Let's get you two out there so people can start placing their bets."
Davis followed the suit out a back door, with Grey following, feeling like he had stepped into another world. How could they expect him to kill a stranger? And why was Davis so eager to kill him? It was one thing to kill because he was being forced into it, but Davis looked like he actually hated Grey.
These thoughts went out the window as they passed through the lobby again. It was already less crowded and they breezed on through to the Bedell Performance Hall. It had been designed as a theater, one in which plays were performed. There were three decks teeming with people who stood and craned their necks to get a good look at the two fighters.
"1,000 on Davis," one spectator near them said to a man next to him.
"Sure, five to one," came the reply.
"I'll give you four to one," another said.
Grey couldn't believe his ears. He was a four to one dog? "Hey, Davis," he called. "How many fights have you been in?" Davis wouldn't answer. He just grinned all the more and began dancing like a boxer entering the ring.
Betting went on all around them and the auditorium grew very loud as they made their way to the stage where a cage had been set up.
"All right," the blue suited man yelled to them over the crowd. "Shirts and shoes off. Don't be afraid to flex a little. Let's put on a show."
There was no way Grey was going to flex his muscles or do anything besides simply survive in the arena. Davis was the crowd favorite and showed off his excellent physique by striking a few poses. Soon Grey was back to being a five to one underdog.
Then out came the River King, taking the stage like a trained showman. "What a night, what a night! Who's ready for a fight?" The crowd cheered loudly at this until he waved them into silence. "We have quite the show tonight. Am I right? Chesser versus Rizz, am I right? How long have we waited for those two to lock horns?"
Again the crowd cheered and the River King beamed happily. "But before we see those two warriors get down and dirty, let's meet our gladiators for our first preliminary fight. You all know this man," he said pointing at Davis. "With a record of fourteen wins and zero defeats, standing at six foot two and weighing in at two hundred and fifty three pounds, I give you the Bone Crusher!"
The crowd went nuts. All Grey could think was: this is happening too quick. He had been in a cell only a few minutes before, talking to Neil and now here he was about to fight to the death.
"And his opponent, making his debut fight, Tommy Grey! Place your bets, place your bets. The fight starts in one minute so get your bets in on time."
Grey shook his head as the River King came over to him. "My name isn't Tommy."
"Who cares what it is?" the River King replied.
"So why did you pick a gay-ass name like Tommy?" Grey asked. "Unless you want to cast doubt in some of the minds of the bettors. You have money on me, don't you?"
"Ten thousand, so don't screw it up," the River King said. "And just in case you think of fucking me over…" He pointed to the side of the stage where a man held Melanie by the back of the neck. "There's also the baby you guys brought with you. The stupid thing threw up on me earlier and I won't be sorry to see it go."
Grey glared fiercely to which the River King only smirked. "Don't lose and you won't have a problem." He left Grey and went to the center of the arena where he raised both hands and yelled, "The time for betting is over! And the time for fighting is now! You all know the rules…there aren't any rules! Last man alive wins." The crowd ate this up and they began to cheer so loud that the River king could scarcely be heard, yelling, "Gladiators, come out swinging!"
The River King stepped nimbly out of the caged off arena as Davis charged. Grey dodged to his right, buying himself time to size up his opponent: Davis was hefty man, bigger than Grey by thirty five pounds and ripped like a bodybuilder. As a college football player it had to be assumed that he was fast on his feet and viciously strong. He was also aggressive and confident. Despite all this, Grey wasn't worried, only shocked how fast everything was happening, and he was still stuck with his conundrum over killing an innocent man.
In this case Davis didn't seem so innocent. He was clearly ready and willing to kill his fifteenth victim and it was this enthusiasm, this bloodlust which helped Grey set aside his inner struggle.
The two men circled each other, their muscles taut and ready to spring. Staying on the balls of his feet, Grey danced forward and then danced back, just as Davis lunged at him swinging a tremendous haymaker at his head. He missed and yet he didn't over balance himself, an impressive display of athleticism. Grey stepped forward again, this time Davis hesitated, not wanting to make the same mistake and Grey made him pay with a front kick to the solar plexus.  
Other than emitting a low, "huh," sound, Davis was unaffected.
Grey leapt back once more and continued to circle, learning about his opponent with every move. Physically, Davis was daunting but, so far, the technical side of his abilities were lacking, especially the fact that he continued to chase and move forward without variance.
A second later, Grey timed another kick, this one aimed for the inner thigh—it struck with a slap that could be heard over the cheering crowd. Davis immediately swung his right again and missed. He then charged swinging blows from both left and right, either of which would have knocked Grey out, however the wild attack had been anticipated and both struck nothing but air.
Years of training, both within the army and outside of it, were paying off for Grey. The seven months he had spent with the Mossad, Israel's elite counter-intelligence force, were especially useful. Some of his instructors were rumored to have been ex-Kidon, assassins who made the CIA look like chumps. They had worked him relentlessly for weeks on end, honing his skills so that at that moment, he looked on Davis with a touch of pity.
He shot out another kick to the inside of Davis' leg and then a third. They were particularly effective attacks because he could remain just outside Davis' reach. As Grey figured would happen the big man's hand's went from being up by his chin to down around sternum height; clearly he was planning to block the next kick and hopefully catch it. Grey didn't give him the opportunity. He flashed in and hammered Davis' unprotected face with his fists: left, right, left and then out again. Then in with a slashing roundhouse to Davis' knee. 
He danced back for only a second. The key to victory was to finish a dazed opponent. Another inside leg kick and the damage was beginning to build up on that front leg, making Davis slower than he normally would be. He was too slow to grasp the fact that Grey's next kick wasn't going low as the rest had. It went straight to his temple where the bone was thin. 
It might have been thin, but to Grey it was like kicking the trunk of a tree. On impact there was dense thump and in the next moment, Davis' eyes lost focus. He staggered once before Grey was on him with another flurry of blows. Then he was on the ground with Grey on top of him. Davis tried to roll over to protect his face and that was when Grey slipped his forearm up under Davis' neck, wrapped his legs around the beefy torso and then cinched down on the choke hold.
All around him were screams and cheers, a cacophony that beat into Grey's brain, feeding into his inborn desire to crush the life out of his enemy. He squeezed with the irresistible strength of a python until Davis' eyes bugged and his hands grew weak.
Davis was seconds from slipping into unconsciousness, and then in the midst of all that noise and excitement, a massive explosion shook the walls, trembled the floors and made the air in the room surge like an ocean wave. It silenced eight hundred blood-thirsty fanatics in the space of a second.
Immediately, Grey relaxed his grip and whispered into the sudden calm that followed, "Pretend you're dead if you want to escape." There was only one person Grey knew who could've caused such an explosion.



Chapter 37
Jillybean
The Mississippi River
"Pink, this is Green. The trucks are loaded and are moving onto the bridge. Do you see them?"
Jillybean pitched her voice as low as it would go, trying to sound like a man but instead coming off like a talking frog: "We have visual confirmation."
"Good luck, Pink. Green out."
The trucks carrying the fugitives could be seen like little toys chugging across the bridge. "Ready?" Jillybean asked Deanna. The woman gave a vague shake to her head. "Ok, here we go," Jillybean said. "Three, two, one!" The last truck had reached the halfway point, when Jillybean squinched up her face and pressed the button on the first detonator.
The explosion, though loud inside the theater where Grey was battling for his life, was literally stunning from a few hundred yards away. Jillybean jerked at the violence of it, her little hand frozen in a claw around the detonator. A second later an angry wind, hotter than any summer day blew her hair back and made her blink spastically.
"Whoa," she said. Next to her, Deanna clutched her chest with one hand and pointed with the other at the bridge. The entire eastern end, many thousands of tons of rock and steel, was crumbling into the river sending up gouts of white foam.
Check my pants, Ipes said, speaking almost like a robot version of himself. I think these ones aren't gonna be wearable after tonight.
"Do we send the drone now?" Jillybean asked, eyeing the first of the waves heading upstream at them. They were sitting on a very sketchy looking home-made raft in the middle of the Mississippi and she worried that anything more than a gentle shaking would pull it apart.
"It's your deal," Deanna said. 
It was, especially since not twelve hours before, Deanna had looked at the girl like she was nuts. "You are not going to blow up a bridge, young lady," Deanna had said in the bright light of morning. "We are going to go to Fort Campbell like Captain Grey said and then to Colorado!"
Jillybean hadn't replied at first, her mind was still on the most convoluted plan she had ever cooked up. She was so caught up in it that she was scarcely aware she was fondling the huge pile of C4 in the back of the truck almost lovingly. She caressed it and then pressed her fingers into the soft explosives—it was so much like Play-Doh that it was hard to believe it was so dangerous. "I'm not going to blow up the bridge just once," she said, her words came out slowly. "I'm going to blow it up twice."
Deanna had not only spluttered, she had raved, "That doesn't make any sense! A bridge can only blow up once."
I'm with her on this one, Ipes said. Blowing up a bridge twice is like eating a cookie, throwing it up and then eating it again, and only a dog would do that.
"It makes sense if the bridge has a lot of those things under it that hold it up." Jillybean leapt down from the truck with her screw driver in hand and went to the crude map of the River King's base. She drew the Mississippi next to it like a wide road. She then crossed it with a line.
"That's the bridge. It's got like five or six of these big cement things holding it up." She drew them as slash marks intersecting the line. "First we blow up this one." She stabbed the line closest to the eastern shore. "Then this one on the other side."
Deanna's forehead wrinkled in confusion. "You're speaking in half sentences or you're leaving something out. Because even blowing up the bridge once doesn't help anyone."
Jillybean blinked as if waking up. "Yeah, sorry. Here, what do we know? We know two things: one is that we can't attack the River King's base because it's just you, me, and Ipes. And two, we know that the prisoners are going to be moved tonight."
And three, let's leave Ipes out of this, Ipes said.
Deanna looked like she wanted to bail, too. "You want to trap the trucks on the bridge? Uh-uh, it won't work. There'll be guards on those trucks and they'll have guns."
"I know," Jilly said, tapping the line. "That's why we do it twice. The first one stops the trucks, right? And then we give it a minute or two, to let the guards run away. You see, I'm going to use a pontoon boat thingy like Captain Grey made, for the second bomb. When they see it coming, zoom! They'll take off."
Deanna was far from convinced. "But it'll be night time. Who will see it?"
"We can put a light on it, like the strobe lights we used to make the monster army." She pocketed the screwdriver and began poking around in her back pack, pulling out a pen and a stack of note cards. "I got to make a list of all the stuff I need."
"Jillybean stop, please," Deanna begged. "We can't do this. We'll be caught. You got to know that."
"I don't know that, but if you want to go, you can. I just need a ride to Fort Campbell. From there I'll get my own car. I can drive you know."
"No you can't, because you're crazy!" Deanna said, turning suddenly savage, her face twisting to become ugly. "You are insane, ok? You talk to a toy like it's real. You act like nothing will ever happen to you. You want to do stupid things like blowing up bridges for goodness sakes!"
In spite of their size and age difference, Jillybean didn't shy back; she knew what Deanna's problem was, she was a coward. "No. You're wrong. I don't want to do crazy things, I have to do them to save my new family. But if you're too ascared to help, you don't have to."
"You think I don't want to help because I'm…" Deanna stopped suddenly as a look of realization came over her. "I'm being a whore again. I'm being nothing but a whore."
"Uh-uh," Jillybean said, shaking her head. "No, you're being a chicken not a whore."
"It's the same thing," Deanna replied, looking at the ground. "Deep down every whore is just scared of something…but not me. Not anymore. I can't be."
"Good!" beamed Jillybean, patting her knee. "Cuz, I really need your help."
"With what? That's the other part of my problem, I can't do anything."
"Sure you can. You've already helped out. You just have to keep telling me why my plan won't work and I'll figure out how to make it work."
Deanna smiled, and she was pretty and normal again. "I can do that. The first problem is we'll get caught."
"Naw," Jillybean said. "We'll be in the river, dressed like monsters, how will they catch us? Give me something harder."
"Ok," Deanna said, coming to stand over the diagram of the river. "Well, first, how do you plan on getting a boat filled with bombs right up to the bridge? You can't drive it there or you'll get blown up when it goes off."
"I don't know," Jilly replied. 
"And how do you plan on getting all the prisoners off the bridge. Jumping off that thing was the scariest thing I ever did. A lot of people won't jump, I bet."
Jillybean's nose crinkled. "That's also a tough one."
"And how are you going to keep everyone alive in the water? They'll look like people swimming around, you know. The zombies will eat them."
"Hmm," Jillybean murmured, feeling a squirm of nervousness. "One second," she said, excusing herself and walking toward the forest. When she was a little distance away she whispered, "Well, Ipes?"
Well what? Ipes asked. Why are you suddenly whispering? Are you embarrassed that she called you crazy?
"A little." The real answer was a lot. It hurt to be thought of as being crazy. "But that doesn't matter. What matters is all that stuff she said. How do I do it all?"
You take each problem one by one. First we'll go with the easiest ones. How do you keep anyone safe in a river full of zombies? How do you keep safe?
"Easy, I dress and act like a zombie…oh. That is easy." Suddenly her mind started picturing the prisoners in the water in monster clothes and make up.
Getting them dressed and made up may take some time and you won't have a lot. What, other than monster clothes can they wear to disguise themselves with?
"I don't know. Trash, like a bag of trash or logs and branches…or maybe both."Just then she remembered that some of the soldiers at Fort Campbell were wearing baggy, camouflage rain ponchos. "It made them look, not human, really. We can find a bunch of those and-and-and underneath them the people can wear life vests. At night they'd look, well I don't know what they'll look like but they won't look human."
See? You can do all this. You just have to take each problem one step at a time. And the first step is putting me up in a tree until this is all over. What do you say?
"I say don't be silly." She went back to Deanna who was sitting in the truck looking worried. "We need to get close to the bridge. I need my mind shooked up. That's what means I need to get my thoughts in the right order."
"So much for not getting caught," Deanna said, reaching in her pocket for the keys. Out of caution, she stopped the truck a half mile from the bridge while they still had plenty of forest for cover, and she forced Jillybean to jumble her thoughts from there.
The little girl looked at the bridge from end to end, pursing her lips, picturing the first explosion on the east side. That bomb would be easy to set. They would disguise a pontoon to look like a big pile of river trash and float it down just as the sun was setting. Then they would chain it to one of the eastern supports
"But the second bomb…"she said to herself. The second explosion would come a couple of minutes later and would have to hit the far west side.
She pictured the little boat they would have to construct: A pallet, a couple of kayaks or some life vests holding it up, the flashing light on top, maybe even a little siren to make sure it was noticed. Also, they'd need an electric motor in back, one they could remotely steer like she had with Jazzy-Blue. 
It was a good plan except for the fact that creating something like it on such short notice would be a major problem. Also, if they misjudged exactly where the boat was in the dark the explosion might not take down the support.
That is a sticky wicket. I think you're going to have to find another way to blow up the bridge, Ipes told her.
"Or another way to scare the guards off of it," she said, excitedly. "We can bluff them off!"
Won't they just come back on the bridge when it doesn't blow up? Ipes asked.
She was grinning now. "Oh, it will blow up."
Now, twelve hours later amid the roiling, zombie filled waters, Jillybean squinted through the dark at the trucks on the bridge; the soldiers were tiny looking but still their panic was evident. "Release the drone," she said.
There were a few rough-edged parts of her plan. The first, getting the real bombs in place in the low light of evening without getting caught had already been overcome through extreme patience and great camouflage. The next issue was the drone, the dummy bomb that had as its sole function the task of scaring the guards off the bridge. Jillybean had gone over in her mind every conceivable set up for it but she hadn't been able to solve the steering issue with the materials and time she had available. Without steering she decided that a motor wouldn't be feasible either. It could get turned around by an inadvertent bump from one of the monsters or it could putt-putt right on past the bridge faster than they would want.
So they used gravity instead.
The drone consisted of nothing more than a wooden pallet with a few life preservers tied around the edges and empty card board boxes under a tarp set on top. To give it a more diabolical air, Deanna had found a pirate's skull and crossbones' flag and draped it across the front for good measure. The lights and siren were found in the remains of a Wal-Mart: total build time: fifteen minutes.
Deanna flicked on the lights, pressed the button that would start the siren and set it free to float down stream. The surface waters of the Mississippi at Cape Girardeau flowed at just about two and a half miles an hour; at that rate, Jillybean figured the drone would take eight minutes to reach the bridge, which was plenty of time for the guards to see it and run.
"It's going so slow," Deanna said. The choppy waters from the explosion were playing havoc with Jillybean's time frame, which, after only a minute, she saw worked in her favor. The truck drivers and the guards on the bridge were slow to notice the drone and when they did they were even slower to react to it. Jillybean had assumed that after having one bomb blow up practically in their faces that even the threat of a second one would send them running.
Instead a few of the men actually started shooting at the drone!
"Idiots," Jillybean hissed from under her poncho. "Even if that was a real bomb they wouldn't be able to hurt it by shooting at it."
"Not everyone knows that," Deanna said. "We better hope that they figure it out…oh, there they go."
Most of the soldiers, after taking a few shots, started running west to escape the bridge. The driver in the last truck tried to reverse off the bridge, only he lacked the talent to drive backwards under duress for half a mile through a single lane strewn with strategically placed cars. He hit one almost immediately.
"Get out of the truck!" Jillybean begged. If the man was still on the bridge when the fake bomb passed harmlessly by who knew what would happen?
The driver spurted forward only to hit another car and then decided he'd had enough; he jumped out of the truck, leaving the engine still running and began sprinting after the other guards.
Jillybean shook her head at the near miss and then re-checked the detonator with the big "W" taped on the front. She turned the knob to "Arm" and then waited, feeling her guts squirm like worms. Of all the rough-edged parts of her plan, this was the roughest. No one, not even Ipes, knew what would happen when the western support was blown.
Would the center section still survive? Or would the stresses pull it down, too? Her argument in favor of blowing both ends was that there would still be three supports in the middle; just then she couldn't help but feel it was an exceedingly weak argument. 
There were a thousand "what-ifs" going through her head when Deanna said, "He's across. Blow it!"
The "what-ifs" would have to sort themselves out. She took a deep breath and pressed the button. There was an instantaneous flash of light and then the western end of the bridge erupted like a volcano, shooting rock and flame and smoke high into the air. Though both the east and west bombs were the same size, the second bomb blew with far more violence than the first.
"That was…" Deanna began with a look of amazement. Then she pointed and cried, "Look!"
The entire decking of the bridge began to crumble into the river starting from the west and moving toward the center span, it collapsed like a row of dominos heading for the tiny looking trucks in the middle. The water surged, turning the river into a tempest, while above, the great, steel cables began snapping, cracking the sky like a demon's whip. The entire structure was shaking and the groan of metal and the crash of concrete filled the air. 
Jillybean stood up, horrified, "Please, stop! Oh, please stop. Please…" Just as she was about to be engulfed in misery, the failure at the western side ended right at the center support practically under the wheels of the last truck. The little girl sat back down looking dazed at the near miss.
I told you it would work, Ipes remarked. This brought her back around.
"Oh you are a liar, Ipes," Jillybean hissed. "You said it would all come crashing down. I was the one…"
"Jillybean!" Deanna snapped, bringing the little girl into focus. "Now's not the time."
"Ok," she said, quietly, embarrassed. "You can cut the anchor now." They had started with two anchors, both so heavy that there was no sense trying to recover them once they went overboard. Deanna cut the rope and then started the electric motor. She steered them toward where the five-ton trucks sat parked high up on what was left of the bridge. While they hummed along Jillybean pulled the first rocket out of its packaging.
The rocket was shiny red with flames emblazoned along its length and, counting the three-pronged base and guide-pole, the whole contraption came up to Jillybean's sternum and in her opinion, it was colossally disappointing. It was dinky, flimsy, cheap, and underpowered for their needs. In short it was a toy. 
In order to get the proper rope up to the bridge, Jillybean had envisioned using a much more powerful rocket; what she had really wanted was an "Army" rocket. One of the big ones that could shoot a mile into the sky. That would've been cool. Only they had run out of time to search Fort Campbell properly, and had to settle for the Wal-Mart special that they hoped could handle a payload of twine.
Jillybean chewed off the plastic covering the twine, tied one end to the base of the rocket and then played out the remainder in a loose heap, securing the tail end to the neck of the electric motor.
"Drop the anchor?" Deanna asked. The bridge loomed above them and the little girl felt a thrill shoot up her spine as a voice in her mind said: That could come crashing down at any second.
"Not just yet," Jillybean said. "Almost, almost." She waited until they were out of the bridge's black shadow and then pointed to Deanna. The anchor splashed and a few seconds later the raft shuddered to a halt. "Perfect," Jillybean said. They were about thirty feet from the downstream edge of the bridge; a good angle to shoot the rocket from.
She dropped down to the rough deck of the raft and sighted up the rocket. It was too perpendicular; she shimmed the front base of the launch pad with a bent piece of cardboard, rechecked the angle and grunted in satisfaction.
"You wanna look?" Jillybean asked Deanna.
"No, I trust you. So far your plan is working great."
This was said so earnestly that Jillybean felt heat creep up her neck and she was sure that the night and her monster make-up was hiding the pink in her cheeks. "It's pretty good so far, I guess," she mumbled. "We should step back."
There was very little room to do much in the way of stepping. Their "ship" was nothing more than two sheets of plywood hammered to the four largest logs the two of them could manage to roll to the river's edge. They had built their raft in the lee side of a half-submerged barge which had protected them from the river zombies floating by. Jillybean had envisioned a much grander vessel than this ten by ten heap but once again, time had been against her.
Still it floated, the deck was secure, it was flat enough for their needs, and the wood railings kept the zombies from getting at them. As undersized as the raft was, there wasn't room on board for the two of them, along with sixty ponchos, sixty life vests, two anchors, three rockets and seventy feet of pre-knotted climbing rope.
Again Jillybean was forced to improvise with the easiest materials to find and so towed behind the raft, were four wooden pallets, buoyed by empty milk jugs. Each of the pallets floated, barely, beneath the weight of carefully stacked ponchos and life vests.  
When Deanna moved as far from the rocket as she could get and pulled the hood of her poncho over her face, Jillybean yelled, "Look out up there!" She too covered herself before pressing the ignition button on the remote controller.
Super-heated air and smoke blasted from the tail of the rocket, billowing Jillybean's poncho, as it shot upward trailing the length of twine behind. "Go! Go! Go!" Jillybean shouted, cheering it on as it arced beautifully over the bridge. Quicker than she thought possible the hundred feet of twine played out—there was a "Twunnng" sound and the rocket jerked strangely and fell out of the sky to land somewhere on the bridge.
We did it! cried Ipes. 
"Yes," Deanna said, holding up her hand for Jillybean to slap it, which she did, grinning happily. "I can't believe everything worked. I'll never doubt you again, Jillybean."
"It's not over yet, they still got to drag up the climbing rope without cutting the twine. Hey!" she shouted up at the bridge. "Did you see that rocket? It's got string on it. Hello? Anyone? You got to pull up the rope."
There was silence from the bridge. "Why aren't they answering?" Deanna asked.
"They can't be dead," Jillybean answered. "The trucks are fine. Maybe you should yell. Grode-ups always yell louder than kids."
Deanna tried with the same results. The two of them stared at each other thinking the same thought: what if the prisoners were chained in the trucks?



Chapter 38
Captain Grey
Cape Girardeau, Missouri
Grey knew the explosion was Jillybean's handiwork; she had watched him build the bombs and had stored away the information like a squirrel hoarding nuts; as well he knew the explosion hadn't been meant to benefit him. His best guess was that she must have timed it to help Neil and the others.
Of course that didn't mean he couldn't profit from it. Around him the spectators began to babble to each other: What was that? Was it a bomb? Was it the fuel dump?
Soon the packed theater was loud once again as people tried to leave. The River King rushed out on stage. "No, stop! Please, order. Let's all settle..." The crowd ignored him and forced their way out of every exit. The River King threw up his hands. "Someone find out what just happened!" he screamed at his guards.
"You know what happened," Grey said, hooking his fingers into the cage. "That was Jillybean, and if I know her, she's not done yet. Giving up would be the smart thing to do unless you want to lose everything."
"Bobby shut this bastard up," the River King ordered one of his men. "Get the fighters locked up and get rid of that." He pointed at Davis who was playing possum on the floor.
Grey was hustled back to the box office where he found the other four fighters sitting around, while standing, looking nervous, were the guards. Grey gave each of the fighters a knowing look and the slightest of nods; to a man they grew tense and shifted positions, readying themselves to spring into action. Each knew the arena was a death sentence and were ready to escape at the first opportunity.
"What was that?" one of the guards asked when Bobby followed Grey in.
"Dunno," Bobby answered. "An explosion?" He was a strong man, but a dull one and his face suggested he had reached the limit of his thinking with his obvious answer.
"No fucking duh," the guard replied. "Someone should go see what's happening."
It fell to Bobby. He left, leaving the number of guards equal to the number of prisoners. In spite of the fact that the prisoners were weaponless, Grey didn't think he would get a better chance than this; all he needed was for one of the guards to look away for just a second. 
A bare minute later, Jillybean came through once again. The second explosion was much closer than the first and far more violent. The building shook from the initial blast and reverberated with the thundering echoes. The courage of the guards wavered and the one closest to Grey looked at the ceiling as if expecting the building to come down on top of him.
With a speed that could barely be followed, Grey snatched the AR-15 from the guard's limp grasp. Without pause, he turned slightly and shot a crushing front kick into a second guard, sending him reeling. As guns were leveled at Grey, the other prisoners leapt up and grappled with the guards.
The fight was sharp and extremely short. The fighter named Rizz had managed to wrest a gun from one of the guards, while Chesser and another guard had wrestled to a draw. The two sides had fought their way into a Mexican standoff with a pair of guns each. 
Grey, who had a gun pointed at his chest, chuckled. "This same thing happened to me on my second tour in Iraq. You'll never guess who won."
He'd been talking to the guard who had the gun trained on him. The man had begun to sweat. "You guys?" he answered.
"No. We had one dead and another wounded. But do you want to know why we lost?" The guard nodded so weakly that really he just lifted his lower lip twice. "It's because we had something to live for, while those terrorist fuckwads didn't care about dying. Do you see the connection to your current position?"
The guard wobbled his head a little, which Grey assumed meant: no. "Just like our soldiers back in Iraq, you have something to live for. But we don't. If we give up, we die in the arena. Sooner or later, each of you will be beaten to death. Would you like to be beaten to death?"
Again the wobble was his only answer. "Me neither," Grey said, calmly. "I'd much rather get shot to death, wouldn't you?"
Another wobble, only this time the guard found the strength to whisper, "No."
"But, that's what's going to happen if you don't hand over your gun. I'll shoot you in the face and then you'll shoot me. Do you want that?"
"No."
"Then hand over the gun and I swear nothing will happen to you."
The guard nodded and lifted the muzzle to the ceiling. Quickly, a fighter with a strange plated beard resembling a Viking’s, took the weapon. Grey didn't know if he was O'Dell or Grimes.
With odds now three-to-one, the last guard gave up his weapon. "Rizz, guard that door," Grey ordered, indicating the door to the front of the box office where tickets were sold. He then snapped his fingers at Chesser. "They have zip-ties on them. Bind their hands and feet."
"Not yet," the bearded fighter said. Without warning he raised the stolen rifle to his shoulder and shot one of the guards through the stomach. The shot was so unexpected and so extremely loud in the small room, that it shocked everyone into a moment of paralysis. They all stood with their ears ringing, as the wounded guard grabbed himself, cradling his stomach with both arms. Grunting, he slowly lowered himself to the floor much like a woman far along into her pregnancy would.
"What the hell?" Grey demanded. Giving into his first inclination, he dropped down to one knee to inspect the wounded man. 
"Get away from him," the bearded man said. The rifle in his hands was still partially raised and pointed at the guard.
Grey pushed it away. "No, damn it! I gave them my word they wouldn't be hurt."
"I didn't give my word. I swore I would kill him. I swore I would make him suffer for what he did to my brother. If you knew anything about this bastard, Grey, you'd be on my side. You'd be cheering me..."
Just then the door to the cashier room opened up as the promoter, still sharp in his navy-blue suit came rushing in. "What's going on in...here?"He faltered at the unexpected sight of the guards with their hands in the air. 
"Get on the floor!" Grey yelled. Without even thinking his gun had snapped to the ready position and was aimed at the man's heart. "Rizz, get the damned door like I asked."
The building, with all the hundreds of frightened spectators speaking at once, trying to shove their way outside, could be described as raucous on the verge of riotous. So it was that the single gunshot in the enclosed room had scarcely been heard, but when Rizz went to the door and saw the guard, Bobby, returning, the noise his AR made while gunning him down set off a panic.
After two tremendous explosions, the sound of shooting inside the building sent people climbing over each other to escape what they thought was an attack of some sort.
"He saw me!"Rizz said as way of explanation, finally shutting the door.
"You could have just shut the door!"Chesser yelled. "Now we're fucking screwed."
"We've been screwed," Grey said, trying to think his way out of their predicament and coming up short. They were trapped in a room which was trapped in a building which was trapped on an armed base. The only thing he could think of doing with such odds against them was to simply make a run for it. "Ok, forget the door, forget the guards, we have to get out of here, fast. To stay means being cornered."
Grey grabbed the bearded fighter before he could finish off the wounded guard. "Don't. He's going to suffer, trust me on this. Besides we'll need every bullet."
The fighter spat on the guard instead of shooting him, and said, "You'll get yours in hell."
"Enough," Grey barked. "Chesser, watch our six. Everyone else, eyes out. Don't waste ammo by spraying it around. Let's roll."
He led them out the door that opened onto the side lobby and ran into trouble at once. The place was still crowded with hundreds of fight spectators—their panic to get out had actually caused the exits to become blocked as people were trampled and fights broke out. Scattered among them were the River King's guards and all it took was one of them seeing the prisoners escaping.
Keyed up by the gunshots, a guard raised his rifle and without regard to collateral damage he let loose a long burst almost as if he was trying to hose the prisoners with lead. As his fellow prisoners dove for cover, Grey dropped to one knee, sighted, and squeezed off a single round. The guard flailed backwards, one hand clutching his chest.
Before the man hit the floor, Grey was already up and moving. "Let's go," he growled over his shoulder. The time for any sort of stealth was gone; more guards were racing to the sound of the shooting. Grey sprinted, with the rest following him down a long corridor lined with doors. The first guard who showed his face was shot down; the second screamed and held up his hands. Grey snatched his weapon, slung it across his back and then continued to sprint.
Behind them guards turned onto the corridor and began firing. Chesser went down with a bullet through the back. The bearded fighter tried to run and return fire at the same time, but he too was hit. He slumped against the wall and went on shooting. Grey knew the man wouldn't last, as well he knew the corridor was too narrow and too empty for the guards to miss their marks so he took the first door he came to and rushed through it only to find himself once again in the theater. He and the remaining two fighters were down low, close to the stage where the cage sat empty and silent.
The theater seemed to loom above them threateningly. 
"We're trapped, "Rizz said. He sounded hollow as though there was nothing left to him. He had the look of a man who was certain he was about to die. Grey had seen the look before. It occurred sometimes in newbies who'd been thrown into the fire too quickly.
"Not at all," Grey shot back, trying to sound confident. Once a newbie lost his nerve it was hell to get it back."Come on, we'll double back and come out behind our pursuers. Then we'll lose ourselves in the crowd. We'll be home free in a few minutes."
It was a good plan, however fate intervened and destroyed it. They ran up the aisle only to stop cold as three more guards came rushing in from the front lobby. With ice in his veins, Grey raised his rifle and drilled the first guard through the heart with a half-second snapshot. He tracked his weapon to the right and fired again sending his round through the left shoulder of a second guard who was just then trying to duck away.
In the next moment, Grey was down on his knees between the rows of chairs as the third guard raked the auditorium with lead, sending seat cushion fluff and splinters flying.
"Follow me, and keep low," Grey ordered. He started crawling along the row on his hands and knees. Ahead of him was the main aisle: five feet of zero cover. When he got to it he peeked his head around it, only to shy back as a bullet whizzed past. A second looked confirmed what he had guessed, the guard with the shoulder wound was camping at the top of the aisle with as fine a field of fire as one could ask for.
Grey looked back to his two fellow prisoners. Rizz was directly behind him, his eyes wide and unblinking. Grey spoke to the next man. "Grimes, I need you to lay down some cover fire. Take a couple of shots at the top of this aisle."
"It's O'Dell, and give me a second." The space between the rows was cramped, not fit for big men with big weapons. Grey too had to sort himself out before he whispered, "Ready."
"Yeah."
O'Dell hopped up and fired three times in quick succession, as he did, Grey jumped up and launched himself across the center aisle. A fraction of a second too late, bullets zipped his way, but he was able to scramble between the rows on the other side without getting hit.
"Rizz, you're next," he commanded.
Rizz scooted up to the edge of the aisle and looked at the distance across with trepidation as if it were a mile wide. "No, it's too far."
"Listen to me, it's not. It's only a couple of feet and me and O'Dell will be laying down covering fire. It'll be nothing. Now come on, please. We're running out of time."
"No, I can't."
"Then move out of my way, you son of a bitch!" O'Dell yelled, trying to pull Rizz back. At that exact moment the lower stage door to the theater opened and in came two more guards.
Grey lifted his weapon over the seats and pointed as best he could in their direction without actually raising his head. His shots went all over the place, missing everything but the walls, still it had the effect of sending them into cover. "Now," Grey hissed to O'Dell. Rizz was a lost cause and only trembled on the floor right where O'Dell had to try to crawl through.
Again, Grey lifted his weapon—it was someone's homemade version of an AR, yet it worked just fine—and fired toward the lobby. Five shots right in a row. O'Dell jumped up, stepped on Rizz's back with one foot, took another awkward step to reach the aisle and dove for the protection of the seats on the other side.
He landed spitting blood.
The guards had not been idle. The two at the top had O'Dell's position pinpointed. He'd been hit in the left hip and lung. "Fuuuuck!" O'Dell cried, holding his chest and grimacing.
Grey took a single look at the wound and saw there was no saving the man, even if he could drag him out of there, O'Dell would die, drowning in blood within the next few minutes. They both knew it and O'Dell being a hard man gave Grey the "nod" telling him that it was ok to escape if he could. O'Dell even went so far as to struggle into a leaning position and began shooting up the place, holding his AR one-handed, pistol style.
Rizz, who was still hunkered down, hiding his face from the gunshots, was a lost cause and Grey left him without a word or the least guilt. He crawled to the far aisle and slithered down it as fast as he could until he came to the stage door opposite from the guards. Without hesitation he burst through it and slammed it shut behind him.
He found himself fifteen feet from the box office door he had left not even two minutes before. The sound of muted voices told him there were still people inside. He bypassed it, heading for the one place he hoped was empty: the River king's office. 
With the majority of the guards behind him he made it without being seen.
"Got to find something to wear," he whispered, heading to the closet. "Ha!" It was empty save for a filing cabinet and a dusty, tan raincoat that was clearly far too small for him. After dropping the second rifle he slid the coat on and found that it wouldn't button across the chest.
"I look like a stripper," he noted. With all the mayhem, he hoped no one would notice. He just needed to blend in well enough to get outside, after that his clothing issue would take care of itself; the world was chock full of clothes just waiting to be worn.
The only question now was: did he carry his gun? No one but the guards had been armed, meaning it would be awful suspicious looking for a big a man in way-too tight raincoat sporting an AR to be walking around. He couldn't chance it and, with a sigh, he laid both weapons down on the River King's desk.
"Now to act casual." Setting his face into a calm mask as if the evening was like any other, he opened the door only to come face to face with the River King himself. The king had been wearing a nasty scowl but that changed to surprise and fury the moment he recognized Grey.
There was a second where both men simply stared at each other, but then the River King started to bring up his right hand which held something with a silver shine. Grey slammed the door in his face, but so angry was the king over the loss of his bridge that he kicked it back open. Grey dove for the desk, rolling over it and snatching his guns as he did. He came up on the other side with a rifle in each hand.
"That was slick," the River King said, from just around the corner in the hall. "You're a regular Indiana Jones. But let's see if you can beat this trick. I found a certain someone wandering the halls and was just going to stash her in here. See who it is."
He had assumed it would be Sadie, but when he peeked over the desk he saw it was Melanie. The River King had his pistol to her head; the hammer was back and there couldn't have been more than a quarter-pound of pull left on the trigger before it was irretrievably set into action.
"Careful," the River King warned, as Grey brought his rifle to bear. Grey's target, the king's right eye was so big and close that he couldn't miss. "If you fire, she will die, too," the King said.
"So?" Grey asked, trying for the second time in the space of a minute to be casual.
"So we both know you won't shoot. You've got some hang up about heaven or some such nonsense. You think you have to be good, whatever that means. And for some reason it's rubbed off on Sadie."
Grey's position didn't budge a millimeter as he asked, "And you want to change that? You want to change the fact that she's good?"
"Yes! Now that Jillybean has blown up my fucking bridge, it's more important than ever. You see, I need Sadie to be on my team, to see that losers like you have no future, and that the good guys always end up dead."
"So you're proposing I put my gun down so you can kill me later?" Grey asked, incredulously.
"Yes. That's one choice. The other choice is you shoot me, and I shoot snaggle-tooth, here."
"And then I escape."
The River King smiled. "No. Sure, you might live, but you will never, ever, for as long as you live, escape the fact that you killed a perfectly innocent life so you could survive."
"I could do a lot of good in the world if I live," Grey said, trying to convince himself that killing the River King was the right thing to do.
"The road to hell is paved with good intentions," the King taunted. "Pull the trigger and I'll save you a seat."



Chapter 39
Neil Martin
The Bridge at Cape Girardeau
Of all the prisoners in the three five-ton trucks only Neil could claim to be at peace. He had run his race, he had fought all that he could fight, and he had loved to the fullest he was capable of. Looking back there wasn't a single decision of his that he questioned, except perhaps not wearing long johns when he’d been captured; he was very chilly in just his whitey tighties. Yes, despite all the pain, he thought if he had to do it over again, he would do it all over the exact same way.
He was going to be able to face his death with a clear conscience. But then Jillybean ruined it. The second he recovered from the initial blast and realized he was still alive he swore to himself. The others in the truck began to yammer useless questions to one another and as usual only Neil seemed to have any answers "It's just Jillybean. Her rescues tend to be over the top."
"It sounded like the bridge was blown up," Fred Trigg said. "I doubt that is part of any rescue. It's probably some sort of turf battle and we're stuck in the middle."
As if to prove his point a smattering of rifle fire could be heard from a little further up the bridge. Though Fred said, "See?" Neil didn't think it sounded like a real battle. A minute later the gunfire stopped, there was the sound of running feet and then their truck started backing up at top speed. 
"This isn't going to end well," Neil said sardonically. They crashed into something, and Neil, who was in the very back, was flung to the end of the chain that bound them. His wrists smarted where the chain wrapped through, but other than that, he was fine. The truck driver gave it one more try before he too started running.
Everyone looked at Neil for an answer to what was going on, but all he could say was, "Must be bad."
When the second bomb went off and the concrete undulated like an ocean wave, and their hearts froze in their chests and once the prisoners stopped screaming and only sat like beaten puppies whimpering, Neil said, "See?" to Fred. "I told you it would be bad."
It was bad. Unhinged from the land and with its entire load-bearing cables severed, the remains of the bridge began to sway and as it did so it groaned like a dying leviathan.
"What kind of plan is this?" Marybeth Gates asked.
"She's just trying to top herself," Neil said. "First she sinks a boat with me tied to it and now...whatever this is. We should all probably just relax and let it play out."
"I am so sick of you telling us what to do," Fred snapped. "I think we can all assume that you've been voted out of office."
"Leaders are still leaders whether they're in office or out," Michael Gates intoned in his heavy voice.
"Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mike," Neil said with a smirk. "That means so...much...did you guys hear that?"
The six or seven whispered conversations quieted and in the silence they could hear someone yelling from below them, but the words were muffled.
"They said something about string," little Joe Gates said. "And I think rope was another word."
"We need to get the back flap opened," Neil said. "Everyone on the right I need you to stand up."
The method of their imprisonment was simple: their hands were zip-tied together at the wrists, and to keep them from trying to leap out of the truck, one long loop of chain had been snaked through their arms with both ends attached to a ring bolt on the floor of the bed near the front. There were two such chains, one for each side.
Neil's group stood and held their arms at the best angle possible to give him the most chain to work with. He could just reach through the gap between the canvas and the gate to work the ties securing the back flap loose. When he got one end up he looked out and was about to yell to Jillybean when the full destruction of the bridge hit him.
From his position, he could look almost straight down at the river. Everything else was just gone.
"Jillybean!" he yelled, a touch more stridently than he meant to. "You broke the bridge!"
"I did." Her little voice floated up from what seemed like far below. "I shot up a rocket with twine on it. You have to pull it up gently. It's attached to some climbing rope."
"We can't. We're chained inside the truck!"
There was silence from below. "What did she say about the chains?" Marybeth asked. "I couldn't hear very well."
"Nothing so far. Maybe..."
Just then Jillybean started yelling again:"Tell me how you're chained."
"Who cares how we're chained?" Fred griped. "She won't be able to get us out. We're going to starve up here. Or the bridge will crash. Is it swaying even more?"
It was. And the groaning of the structure was louder than ever. Neil figured if a stiff wind sprung up the whole thing would go crashing down. The other prisoners began to babble and cry.
"Please, shut up," Neil said with a deep breath. He then yelled down to Jillybean explaining how they were chained in place.
"Ok good," Jillybean said.
"Did she say good?" Marybeth asked, hopefully. Everyone crowded down the end of the loop towards Neil who had to hush their whispering to hear the little girl.
"We're all about to feel stupid," Neil said when he heard what they had to do. "Starting from the back everyone on that side needs to take that side of the canvas off the truck. It's attached down near the bottom of the rail." Without question Michael began untying. When the canvas was partially off and the full view of the river struck them, each of them gasped and stood up to see the damage.
"Now what?" William Gates asked when the entire driver's side of the canvas had been peeled back.
"You don't see it yet? Everyone over there get real close together. You have to give Michael as much chain as possible."
"Son of a bitch," Michael said with a grin. With the canvas off the truck, the access to the cab, where the keys sat in the running engine was six feet away. As the last person on the chain Michael had the most freedom of movement. He went to the front of the bed, dragging the chain behind him, awkwardly climbed to the cab, and after a little fumbling came back with the keys set firmly between his teeth.
In seconds, the chains were unlocked. Michael went to free the other prisoners while Neil, still with his hands bound together, hurried to the rail and smiled down at Jillybean and Deanna. His smile faltered a little when he saw the size of their raft; there was no way it would fit sixty people.
"Hi, Neil," Jillybean called. "You gonna pull that rope up or what? Ipes is getting antsy. He's afraid the bridge might fall on us."
It sounded like a joke. High up on the groaning, swaying structure it was far from it. "Not yet. We got to find some way out of the cuffs." He turned to the group crowding close. "Someone find a knife or a saw or something. Look in the glove compartments."
The three trucks were devoid of anything useful and the crowd at the rail looked down at Jillybean in expectation. "I don't want to use my rockets unless I have to," she said. "What kind of cuffs are these? Like normal handcuffs?"
"They're zip-ties," several people shouted down to her. A few even hung their bound hands over the rail as if she would be able to see the zip-ties in the dark.
"You don't need a knife," she said. "Those are plastic, they melt. Turn the truck back on and find something hot to melt them with."
The crowd cheered her. Despite the fact they were practically naked, sixty feet in the air on a swaying hunk of bridge over a river filled with zombies, they were in a good mood. They were being rescued and by the look of the far western shore none of the River King's men were going to be able to do anything about it. There was still a cloud of smoke in the air where the bomb had gone off and everything was hazy and distant.
The people lined up one by one at the tailpipe of the running truck to get their zip-ties melted off. A few received minor burns, but no one complained. Neil, who was first to be freed, dragged up the heavy, knotted climbing rope, being careful not to snag the thin twine on anything. He then secured it to the rail and asked, "Now what?"
"You climb down," Deanna yelled. "We have life vests and camouflage to keep you safe from the zombies."
"Camouflage?" Fred asked.
"It works," Michael Gates said. "I'll go first and show you."
It seemed like a dreadfully long climb from way up on the bridge, but Michael didn't seem fazed as he shimmied down the rope. When he reached the bottom, Jillybean handed him a life vest and Deanna a green poncho, both trying not to react to the fact that he was only in his underwear.
Everyone was quiet as he slid into the water at the front of the boat. From above he looked like a blob floating on the water, and from the zombies' point of view, probably the same as they didn't seem to give him a second glance.
"You see?" Neil said to the others. "It's perfectly safe and perfectly..." The bridge groaned like a huge metal monster. "And it's better than being up here. Who's next?"
Each of them knew that there was no choice but to go and they scurried down the rope as quickly as they dared. Even Amy, who had barely come out of her shell, went down the rope without a problem. Mindy, whose arm was still too weak to tie her shoes, didn't even flinch as she shimmied down it one-handed.
Neil went last and found the climb much easier than he had expected. Gravity did most of the work for him, while the knots along the rope kept him from being terrified of slipping all the way down and thus his grip remained constant throughout the climb.
When he set foot on the rickety little raft Jillybean hugged him and handed him a life vest, while Deanna gave him a poncho. "Where's Captain Grey?" Jillybean asked looking up for the next climber in line and assuming it would be the sturdy captain.
"He's fighting in the arena," Neil said, knowing he was supposed to be sad that his friend could already be dead, but not actually feeling it. "My hope is that during all the commotion you caused, he'll have found a way to escape."
The little girl was devastated by the news and was listless as she repeated the same instructions to Neil that she had given everyone else: "Put the poncho on over your life vest. When you get in the water don't talk or try to swim. The monsters will leave you alone if you remain still. A half mile down the river on the east side is a white sheet on a tree. Get out of the river there and head to the first building. It's brick and it's safe."
Neil glanced at the black water which was as dark as ink and then sniffed the putrid smelling zombies. The raft was free of them on the downstream side. He could just slip into the water and float away if he wished, only he didn't want to get anywhere near the beasts if he could help it.
"Why don't we just take this...whatever it is, downstream?" he asked. "You can be captain, Jillybean."
"I think you deserve it," Deanna said. "Come on."She cut the anchor rope and moved out of the way for Jillybean to pilot the boat.
She was silent for the entire trip down to the river exit point. Only once she ground the ugly raft up into the mud, did she say, "I'm staying here until Captain Grey arrives. I know he'll make it and I know he'll figure out how we escaped on the river. He'll come looking and I don't want to miss him. Maybe he'll bring Sadie and Eve, too."
"Let me go talk to the others then I'll come back and keep vigil with you," Neil said.
He and Deanna left the little girl on the banks of a zombie infested river and neither worried for her safety for even a second. They followed the path to what had been an industrial complex and entered a brick building that was nearly as dark and forbidding as the river.
"Where's the girl?" Marybeth asked. "We wanted to thank her...is she all right?"
"She's sad about Captain Grey," Neil told the group. "She's going to wait by the river's edge to see if he escapes. I'm going to sit with her."
"And what are we supposed to do?" Fred asked. "Sit around and wait for the River King to come snatch us up?"
Deanna answered this. "We have a fueled up truck outside. It should hold about fifteen of us at a time. Our plan is to shuttle everyone to Fort Campbell. There are lots of supplies there. We can rest up and outfit ourselves for the trip west."
"And is our trip west going to be held up by waiting for Captain Grey?" Fred demanded to know. Marybeth Gates hushed him, but he only dug in his heels. "It's a legitimate question. We risked all our lives gambling on saving Neil's daughter. I want to know what he plans on doing if Grey doesn't escape. Are you going to try some insane plan to rescue him?"
A few agreed with Fred's question and nodded like Baptists at a sermon; the remainder looked on apprehensively. "You are, supposedly, our leader after all," Fred added. 
"He is our leader," Michael said, firmly. "And me and my family will follow him wherever he goes.
"I agree," said Mindy. "He's shown more heart than any of us."
That new fear struck Neil once again—the fear of being responsible for everyone and everything. It made him want crawl away and hide. "We wait for Captain Grey," he said. Most of the people looked worried over this until Neil added, "Or I should say, I will wait for him, but only until morning. After that we follow the plan: we go to Fort Campbell and then to Colorado."
"You'll just leave Captain Grey?" Deanna asked, slightly taken back. "He's your friend."
Neil's jaw clenched involuntarily and he had to force it to relax. "My responsibilities supersede friendship, Grey would understand that. Michael, get the shifts ready for the truck and move them out as soon as possible."
He left Michael to sort out who left and when. He went back to the river where he sat with Jillybean cuddled up on his lap. They stared at the water, taking turns to hoot like an owl or make lame crickets sounds that they knew Grey would recognize as human in origin. When they tired of that Jillybean spoke, something she could do without letup. She went on easily discussing a hundred topics, but mostly she spoke of when Sadie and Eve and Captain Grey would be with them again. During the long chill hours, Jillybean's incredibly positive nature rubbed off on Neil and he discovered he actually did have a sensation to feel: hope.
There was hope for the future. Sadie and Eve were as safe as they could be under the watch of the River King. It would take time but Neil was confident that they would escape, eventually. And there was hope for Captain Grey. Both Neil and Jillybean felt there was no one tougher and more capable than the hard-charging ranger. While he lived there would always be hope.
Neil nurtured that hope all through that long night until dawn came and dashed it to nothing. There was no sign of Captain Grey.
With the sun reshaping the world out of the shadows of the night, Neil looked grimly at the water and the horrid creatures in it. "We can't stay," he said, before turning his back on the river and his friend.
The End



 
Author's note:
I certainly hope you have been enjoying The Undead World series as much as I have enjoyed writing them. The next book in the series: The Apocalypse Renegades is available now:
Nothing is simple anymore in the new undead world. Crossing a road, making tea, meeting new people, all can turn deadly in a twitch of an eye.
For the Renegades who are unarmed and hounded over half the state by ruthless bounty hunters, there’s only one thing that they can say is simple: dying. Surrounded by enemies and without help from the imprisoned Captain Grey, they flee from one trap into another with little but the wits of Jillybean and Neil’s steadfast leadership to keep them alive. But is it enough?
Not by a long shot.
They have to dig deep and take wild chances to stay out of the clutches of the River King…and they find out the hard way that there are consequences to rolling the dice against the devil.
P.S. on a self-serving note, the review is the most practical and inexpensive form of advertisement an independent author has available in order to get his work known. If you could put a kind review on Amazon and your Facebook page, I would greatly appreciate it.
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