
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter One
 
I took a seasonal job at an online retailer fulfillment warehouse during its peak season. My parents, whose home was my home after a failed stint at University of Nevada, Reno, had grown tired of me and my material addictions and wanted me to take over on adult responsibilities. 
I only did it because dad threatened to cut off my Xbox Live account. After a few weeks, I started getting confidence in the independence I’d gained working here. There was something about earning my own paycheck that motivated me – plus, dad stopped nagging and even chipped in for a new manicure every week while I helped them pay some of my bills.
With the New Year approaching, I had plans for a relatively predictable future. I wanted to find a new boyfriend to replace the one that had decided I didn't measure up to his other girlfriends – I was going to find one that treated me like a Queen, and who would shower me with endearments and attention because my looks and value demanded it. I wanted a manly man with muscle, attitude and money, someone to take care of me through life. 
           I needed a man to assure me of my worth, because men were easy – life was too judgmental to beautiful girls. Also, at my age, I wasn't getting any younger, or…perkier. So I needed to kick my plans into gear and find me a man. 
I was on the third level of the Gold labeled mezzanine on the second side of the warehouse when the fire alarm went off. I stopped my frustrating attempt to scan a poorly concealed vibrator and looked up at the flashing white lights, cringing at the sirens that followed. With a pained sigh, I tossed the dildo into my nearly filled tote and joined a couple of other workers that were on that level to the stairway.
The warehouse, miles in length and width, was comprised of concrete floors, and, depending on the side, multi-level mezzanines. The second side had the most of these – the first half was comprised of these five story high compartments that were filled mainly with heavy pallets of tightly stacked items that were negotiated to the floors by forklifts. Here and there were dedicated sections for shipping, the docks, and another upper-level dedicated completely to packing items for the keyboard happy customer. This was a big warehouse, with miles to cover in ten minutes or less. So even exiting it due to a fire drill wasn’t an easy task.
"Didn't we have a fire drill last week?" this chick asked as she tossed her scanner back towards the direction of her cart. It bounced from the tote to the floor, to which she cringed as she made her way down the metal staircase. We could see other workers abandoning their previous tasks to make their way to nearest exits. The conveyer belts had stopped, so the blue and orange totes sitting atop of them looked weirdly impatient.
"I VTO'd back then, I don't know," I said, remembering how irritated dad was when I showed up back in Reno, relieved for the time off.
'You must hate money,' he'd said accusingly.
'No way, man! M-A-C's got a new Johnny Weir collection out, I need the dough for some new gloss!' I'd replied haughtily, but I was being serious. M-A-C's expensive.
"It's going to be so cold," she continued, and I halted in mid-step, looking down at my man-sized Halo tee that hung on me like a short dress, held in place by my safety vest. It was often high temps in the warehouse, so I lacked a sweater or jacket that would be extremely helpful in this sort of event. I cursed aloud to myself as I remembered that Northern Nevada had been trapped in some sort of 5 degree overnight weather. I continued on with my shoulders drooping, falling in line with the others that were making their way toward the exits.
Then I lifted my head with some hope – I'd spied a couple of guys that were worthy of my attention, and maybe this was the chance I needed to get close to them. Maybe share some warmth with their manly bodies. I began to look forward to going out into the cold, but then I registered the blockage in front of the door.
A security guard wearing a flashy neon green jacket was shaking her head at a couple of the older warehouse workers and explaining something in a mystified tone – her handheld was going crazy with noise, but with the fire alarm going off, I couldn't hear what was being said. I looked at everyone around me – people wearing pajama bottoms and tees, shorts and sports logo shirts. Women with their hair pinned back tightly, guys that smelled of B.O. and cologne. All of them were looked annoyed and curious at the same time.
I was slightly disappointed that my group lacked the guys I'd been eying, and busied myself with wiping the area below my eyes, hopefully smearing away any fallen mascara and liner. It was so difficult keeping my makeup in place with all this dirt and grime going on here in the warehouse.  Sweat made it worse.
"I don't know why the doors are still locked, but we're to stay inside!" the security guard exclaimed, starting to sound impatient with the repeated questions directed at her.
I wondered why she gave such an answer when we were losing our jobs just standing there. It seemed like she was making a big deal out of a stupid drill, so I didn’t understand why the tone. 
"So why the fire alarm?" another guy asked, heavily irritated as he set his hands on skinny hips and looked pissed. "Did someone pull it, or what?"
"They want us to stay inside – something's going on out there in the parking lot, so we're to stay put. Once they give me the go-ahead, I'll let you guys go," she said, but it was obvious to me she didn't even know why we were where we were. I fiddled with the edge of my shirt, looking for a cute guy to pass the time with. 
"Did they start laying people off?" I then asked a guy next to me.
"Probably. Some guy going psycho in the parking lot," he contributed, slightly humored by the prospect. Others, hearing our convo, relaxed. "If that's all it is, we should, like, go back to work. He can't get in."
"Who can't get in?" an older woman asked, overhearing and lurching over to hear more. I winced at the smoke-smell of her, pulling away to give myself room. The handheld crackled, and the security guard spoke in panic once more, but because of this other lady, I didn't hear what she'd said.
"Oh, I was just, like, joking. Y'know, layoffs?"
"They're laying people off? I thought they laid off two shifts last week."
"It's about time," someone else said, and I moved away, closer to the security guard because everyone was distracted by the event of layoffs. Yeah, the temporary season was over, but times were tough – a lot of these people were hoping to be hired on permanently. I knew dad would take care of me if this happened to me, so I wasn’t worried. I tried to sympathize with the people that looked bothered, but it was hard to do so when I didn’t care about them. So I just fiddled with my hair and wondered where all the cute boys were, scoping the area hopefully for late-comers.
"I can't let you go just yet," the security guard – Kara, I saw on her name badge – said again, looking irritated at the same guy she'd been talking with earlier. "They haven't cleared us. Once the manager gives the word, ya'll have to stay here."
"Is there a fire or something?" someone called out from the back of the group, and I counted about thirty-some people gathered before this exit door. Temporary workers, permanent workers – all of them with frustrated expressions. I looked back at the warehouse – at the two sets of mezzanines with multitudes of books and various items waiting to be picked. Machinery churned, the fire alarm continued to screech. I winced at the blast of heat as I maneuvered away from the group that continued to grow. I wanted to hear more of what was happening, but the combined smells of people-funk were growing more prominent. I lifted an arm and sniffed myself to make sure my Secret was still working, and was satisfied.
"Something going on outside?" another guy asked me. I didn't catch his name. It was hard to hold onto names when people came and went so quickly at this warehouse.
"Yeah. I dunno what," I replied, reaching up to unclip my hair. It was long and gross - I hadn't washed it since my shift started two days ago. The warehouse was so dirty, and there was no point in cleaning it if it was just going to get filthy again. I hoped my eye makeup wasn't smeared, and pulled out my plastic baggy – which was required to get through the security checkpoints – and rummaged for my chapstick.
"So this isn't a drill? What the hell, man?" he called out, venturing forward.
I watched people argue with Kara, who was growing flustered. Smearing on my chapstick, I wondered where the other guards were to dispel this rising mutiny. I thought I heard a faint scream from somewhere in the warehouse. But I didn't pay too much attention to it. People hollered all the time to be heard over the machinery. I shoved my baggie into my back pocket, where it bulged uncomfortably.
Someone started to cough, hacking up copious amounts of gross phlegm, and I gave a disgusted look in that direction. A younger chick was excusing herself once she realized the dirty looks being given to her, as people moved away to avoid her onslaught of germs. Someone else started coughing, too, and I figured it was the amount of dust that coated this warehouse – being in the desert with soft sand, with machinery working all the time, the air did feel dirty and thick.
My throat did feel a little sore, but I cleared it and felt fine. I spied the nearby water station, and ventured towards it.
"You feel that?" I heard someone ask as I retrieved a paper cup and filled it with what I suspected was cooled tap water.
"What?"
"I swear to God the floor was shaking."
"Like an earthquake?"
How anybody could feel anything in this concrete and steel jungle was something beyond my attention. I savored my water while people started to blame the security guard for pulling them away from their job. The fire alarm continued to scream, the lights flashing, and I wondered how to maximize my newly acquired gear on my male Spartan. Being female in the gaming world earned you really annoying 'Get Back In The Kitchen' comments, and defending myself only took away from my game. Playing as a male was so much easier.
Kara shushed people and held her handheld up, so I stopped my noisy slurping of water to hear the night manager screaming for people to run. At the panicked, girlish shriek coming from a man that's six foot four and claimed to have been some football star from some sort of big-name college, everyone just froze. Except for the people that continued to cough and hack and stumble into other people. I felt my eyes widen and my heart to do this weird stop thingy, wondering if I'd heard right – there was another scream, and then more panic came from the radio that caused much discomfort.
Whoa, I thought, finishing off my water and looking at the others. This must be a joke of some kind.
But everyone was looking at each other with nervous and bewildered expressions, and the voices in the radio flitted in and out; some with commands, some with unintelligible jibber jabber. Kara looked absolutely clueless as she stared at her radio. I really wasn't sure what to think – wasn't even sure what to do or say as I dropped my paper cup into the trashcan.
One of the older guys plowed past the security guard and shoved the door open – the blast of cold air that swept inside was chilling. I definitely didn't want to be out there. Bright flashes of light told me that the fire alarm was going on out there as well, flashing over the full parking lot with sporadic energy. Well, I think they were the fire alarm lights. Kinda weird how they stopped flashing and settled instantly on the guy. He stopped short and looked up – his face looked stunned as he continued to look up, like he was viewing the night sky.
Why would he do that?
Before I could continue that thought, a scream next to me jerked my attention from the chaos at the door, and I realized I was watching the first coughing woman biting into another woman. I stared, not comprehending, even as liquid warmth sprayed over the both of them and they tumbled to the floor. People stared, then looked startled, and I was torn from looking at what was happening to the people that were then trying to shut the door against the man that was screaming to be let in.
I stepped back, bumping against the water station, and realized that the chick fight happening before me wasn't a fight at all – that first chick was literally snarling and tearing into the second woman with hands and teeth. When she looked up as a guy stepped towards her, her face was demented – covered in blood – oh God it stunk – and her eyes had taken on this reddish black quality that reminded me of Darth Maul. She growled – growled! – like an animal warning away something trying to take its food. Her face twitched and the man stepped back with a seriously confused stare.
More shouts told me that the other hacker was lunging and clinging onto a taller older man, and this caught the attention of the biter in front of me. She immediately lunged forward and attacked the man from behind, and that's when people stepped in to stop this madness, so it gave me time look over at the door. Kara was screaming, four guys and a girl holding tightly onto a door that didn't want to close.
The fire alarms continued, and this chaos overwhelmed me. I didn't know what to do as people started to scatter, shouting amongst each other and stumbling away from both the somethings at the door, and the people eating other people. The two that started the whole eating mess was tearing into the man, and the woman previously bit was choking on her own blood.
I stared down at her, unable to make a noise or to even move. She clawed at her own torn throat – I didn't know skin could look that way, folded over – and blood spewed over the concrete floor, near my shoes. I lifted one Reebok, then the other to escape the slow moving liquid that stank –I saw a lot of blood and gore on the television screen, but seeing something like this just…tore something in me. Like it wasn't real. Like maybe I was in some sort of video game – y'know, a zombie one. Or something. I couldn't think.
She sputtered, coughed again, then emitted this tortured shriek – it looked really forceful and wicked, because her eyes seemed to bulge, and the sound wavered into a bubbly gurgle- her limbs stiffened inward, hands curling down and her entire body seized. Her eyes exploded with that red and black color, and she was no longer screaming – she was pushing herself up to grab the nearest hollering person next to her, attacking like some rabid animal.
Someone grabbed my arm and shouted, let go as they passed me by – prompting me out of my shock. I looked back at the security guard and realized they'd given up on holding the door shut. People were coming in.
People that looked like the lady that had brought down another worker, this guy screaming like a banshee as his eyes were popped out by blood stained fingers. I blinked dry eyes and stepped back, bumping into the trashcan. That had to be it. We were in a movie. On a movie set. Peeps were filming some zombie flick, and us poor workers were caught unawares. That memo should've been sent to me somehow, because I think I would've been better prepared. You know, had a better survival instinct on camera.
I continued to stand there and watch those people coming in from the outside, mauling the security guard, and the guy I had spoken to earlier. Animal sounds came from them, and Kara shrieked in pure agony – I clapped my hands over my ears and felt completely weak because humans shouldn't sound like that. I think I even squeaked or something in response because then the people with bloody faces, with torn clothes and Darth Maul-colored eyes were now looking at me. Seeing this and watching them as they suddenly rushed towards me broke me out of my stunned shock – I turned and began running, no sprinting – spying the other fleeing bastards racing for their lives towards the center of the warehouse.
I clawed at the air in front of me and inwardly begged myself to run faster – those people behind me were snarling and breathing heavy, and it reminded me of those fucking zombies from the movies – sprinting after their prey, their bodies jerky and anxious and doing whatever it was they could do to get to their food faster. They weren't limping or stumbling like the Walkers on the show – these things were sprinting like Olympic track stars.
I cursed my lack of athletic prowess, immediately out of breath afterward, turning a sharp corner towards where I knew was another exit. But people were streaming away from there, too, prompted by another crowd of snarling creatures. I made another sharp turn and made the stupid effort to claw up onto a conveyor belt. I managed to fall onto the other side, slamming into my knees, the snarling monsters behind me stopped by the obstacle. It was so stupid and simple, me crawling to my feet and looking back to see them dumbfounded by the conveyor. Like it wasn't supposed to be there, and what were they supposed to do next - ?
They caught sight of the other runners and began their chase as I stumbled off, my knees aching by the fall. I caught hold of a cart, full with totes, and shoved it behind me, hearing it fall with a noisy clatter. It caught the attention of the monsters, and some fell over the conveyor belt, as if they hadn't seen it when they caught sight of me. Once they realized they were closer to me, they snarled and clawed to their feet, and I booked it once more. Arms pumping, breath labored – I spent my days on the couch, playing video games where I chased after my prey. I wasn't ready for this!
In an absolute moment of panic-blind stupidity, I went up – the metal stairway to the second and third floors of one of the massive sections of the warehouse was my one chance to escape somehow, and I used the safety bars to yank myself up. My thighs automatically protested –they're so steep – and I was slowed significantly by it. The monsters behind me were stumbling over each other, and actually piled over one another, and I used that to crawl my way to the third floor – I figured once up there, I'd race to the other end of the level, where it would connect to the other color section. Inspiration hit me, and I made myself run harder.
The warehouse was in absolute chaos – the fire alarms were still going off, screams were coming from everywhere, machinery continued grinding on – I didn't dare look anywhere else but ahead of me as I jumped and stumbled across another conveyer belt and booked it down a narrow aisle of shelves upon shelves of various items. I didn't even look behind me to see if I was still being chased. 
There were seventy rows of shelves, and I managed to make it to the very first – a four piece that harbored things like baby lotion, dildos, video games and clothing. Upon reaching the safety railing, I slammed against it and saw that it didn't connect to the other mezzanine – instead, I looked down at screaming people being torn apart, at the snarling zombies that attacked desperate runners. Utterly out of breath, I clutched the railing and looked over the third-story drop to the section I had been in previously, when the alarms went off. 
I saw my abandoned cart, my totes, and then saw the safety net that swung from this level to the Gold side. It was underneath one of the conveyors, and as desperation hit me, I knew I couldn't climb that fast to the conveyors – but I could make the safety net. It was designed to catch falling debris from the totes – books and stuff. Not hold people.
But I told myself I was small, I lost weight – I felt the vibration under my feet and knew those things were going to catch up to me. I didn't want to look, I was too scared. I climbed over the railing and struggled to reach for the net. All the while, I was breathing heavily, struggling for precious air, and my arms were short – I'm a short person, and I lacked that distance needed for a firm grasp on that net. I wanted to scream, to lunge, something that'd bring the net to me – why didn't I have telekinetic powers? Why wasn't I a mutant of some sort?
I felt the heavy vibrations coming nearer, and I looked back in time to see Walmart workers sprinting at me. I was so terrified at their sudden nearness that I lunged away from their bloody, outstretched hands. Once my fingers caught in that net, I tightened my grip, falling forward as my entire body swung away from the railing.
I was hanging over concrete three stories below, and I was screaming at the same time – where I got the breath for that, I don't know, but I screamed because I don't know how I was hanging there without falling. I clutched the net with both hands, legs kicking and then stilling once my feet hit nothing. The creatures snarled and barked at me, trying to use words – panicked, I looked at them, using every ounce of strength I had just to hold tightly onto the net. They were straining to grab me, fingernails inches from my sweaty face when one of them crawled over the other, causing both of them to fall forward.
I screamed, high pitched and long as one tumbled over onto the floor below, and the other caught hold of the net. Something tore loudly, and my heart and stomach swept up into my throat – I almost lost hold of the net as it disconnected from the conveyor belt supports and wall – we started to swing toward the Gold section in a stomach churning drop that had me screaming even harder.
The zombie lost his grip and fell snarling to the concrete below, and I immediately latched hold onto the railing of the second floor. It hurt, my weight causing me to slam and drop before my arm caught and my other arm automatically reached for some sort of purchase. I struggled to comprehend that I somehow survived. Gasping for breath and utterly weak with relief and fear –I didn't know which was more prominent – I managed to pull myself up and over the railing, and flopped onto the floor.
Okay. Okay, I survived that. Now what?
Somehow I was on my feet again, and I was moving – running across Gold section's 2nd level and racing for the end of it, heading for a stairway – it was hard to move, every part of me jelly. I made it to the first floor, saw that it was clear, and ran for the 1st half of the warehouse. There were screams everywhere, the lights were dimmer here – the fire alarm was still shrieking that incessant noise, but the closer I got to the security offices, it grew more piercing. I clapped my hands over my ears, running awkwardly, and raced around rows of conveyors that would take all the totes we’d picked to the packing level – I stopped short once I saw a group of snarling zombies racing after people I couldn’t see, and dove underneath one of the conveyor belts without even seeing if they had noticed me. I crawled like an animal, breathless and knees hurting on concrete underneath the rows of conveyors, trying to think of another exit. I couldn't think too much. Panic was overwhelming.
Once I reached the end of those rows, I peeked out from all angles – I didn't see anybody nearby, I couldn't see those zombies – but I saw the massive rows of Costco-like levels before me, and knew I had made it to the 1st half of the building. Only now, that meant I was in the very center of the warehouse – I eked a curse, and looked back the way I'd crawled. I usually took that entrance into the warehouse, and outside those security doors was exits, my purse, my cellphone.
Mom! Dad! I thought in a panic, stilling. Did they know about this? Was this widespread? Surely it didn't happen here, just here in Fernley. Were they okay? Are we quarantined? Is that why that guy looked up once he was outside?
I struggled to breathe, hands down on the dirty floor and tried to think. I had to make it outside. I couldn't just stay inside. I looked around myself once more, my head hitting the bottom supports of the conveyor belt. My hair caught, and I eked a protest as I jerked forward, ripping hair from my scalp. I rubbed at it, tears in my eyes, and heard a shuffling sound ahead of me. I saw a guy waving at me – I froze, trying to determine if he were friend or foe.
"Over here! Over here, hurry!" he hissed, and I knew he was friendly – those things didn't speak like that. Desperate for some sort of help, I looked around myself once more. He was bent over in one of the massive bins, atop of an empty wooden pellet. There were three other people with him – a girl with smeared eye makeup, a large, overweight man that I recognized as part of the group I'd started with this season, and an older worker. They were looking around wildly, the girl clinging to the large guy who blubbered quietly.
I somehow thought it was hysterical to see such a large man crying openly. I shot forward, my knees refusing to straighten properly after all the abuse I put them through. Once I was securely with the group, we huddled together – though I noticed the disgusting body smells, right now, I was overwhelmed with the need to escape the horrors behind us. We somehow made it to the end of the aisle – there were exactly 246 bins in each row, with each row containing five levels each – and rounded the corner after our leader cleared it.
We then ran like Hell towards the end of the warehouse – leaving behind the older worker and the overweight man. They protested as loud as they dared, and I, a desperate coward, didn't dare slow down to help them. I needed, wanted to help myself. I wanted to live. I didn't want to die like those I saw die, and because of that, I didn't want to help. I practically flatted the back of the man's shoes I was so close behind him, and the girl embedded her wicked fingernails into my arm and refused to let go. 
We made it to the very end, where they kept the trash compactor and forklifts, golf-carts used for First Response. People were screaming there, but I didn’t dare look in case it slowed me down. I saw the open Exit door – without pause, the girl let go of my arm and sprinted like mad for it. The guy tried to stop her, his head whipping in the other direction, and I slammed into his suddenly stopped back, smashing my nose. Tears sprang out, but I promptly forgot the pain when a group of zombies raced after her. He shoved me backwards, and we were once again running in the other direction. I didn’t even think about his intentions too much – instead of running with him, I was clamoring up one nearest bin, and using the metal supports of the structure to climb upward. I heard him shout something, but I didn’t listen – I wanted to get away so badly. I wanted to live.
Half crying, half-panting, I somehow made it to the third row, three stories up. My heart was pounding so hard that I couldn’t hear, and my arms were shaking from the intense physical action I’d taken these past few minutes. My legs started cramping as I crouched within the small space provided to me – enough to hold a wooden pallet and what looked to be stacks of coconut water. Cautiously, I eased my head out and saw that no one had followed me. 
 
Behind me, the girl was busy dying – the snarling creatures, rabid people in Walmart uniforms, McDonald’s shirts, and causal clothing, were wandering away in search of new prey. None of them had noticed my desperate climb to freedom. I saw the open Exit door, whimpered. So close, yet so far. My calves cramped, and I had to sit uncomfortably, my ass digging into the metal grating that held me and the pallet. I barely had room to look up – but then I was hugging the wrapped stacks of coconut water, hoping I wouldn’t be seen. I struggled to catch my breath, but I was so pumped with fear and adrenaline that it felt impossible to breathe normally.
 
I heard guttural shrieks of a man being torn to shreds – wondered if it were the older one, or the one I’d left behind. Feeling overwhelmed, I pressed my back against the stacks of coconut water and lowered myself to a half-lying position. My knees up, feet flat against the other bin’s contents. I don’t know what it was. But I was in a position of hiding, I could see both sides of me, and I could hear everything.
 
I didn’t know what else to do. So I laid there, struggling to breathe, and listened to people being slaughtered.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
My ears were ringing. I was so shaky, that when I lifted my hands to examine my fingernails, they wouldn’t stay still. I couldn’t focus on them. The fire alarm shrieked continuously. When I breathed in, I tasted dust, plastic and cold air. If it were this cold inside, it was very cold outside. 
 
I don’t know how much time had passed since it started, but I was so tired. My eyelids heavy, my body exhausted. Since I couldn’t steady my fingers, I rested them over my stomach, over the material of my neon orange safety vest. I stared up at the bin above me, noting the broken parts of the pallet – I didn’t know what it contained.
 
I didn’t hear any more screams. I didn’t hear any more running. Just that fire alarm. I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I thought back on all that had happened and was still in disbelief over the net thing. I survived that, man. How’d I do that? Me, a dorky gamer, swinging like Tarzan between sections. I never ever imagined I’d be doing something like that. I wondered how I looked. Hopefully not too stupid.
 
I hoped Mom and Dad were okay. I wanted to hear their voices. As impatient as they were with me, I knew they loved me. Their only child, over a quarter of a century old – plus a few years. A slacking loser that had trouble holding down jobs because she liked playing video games, and was considered…well…lazy. I wanted to cry at that. I wanted to break down and sob because as I considered my life, I could see how useless I was. What did I contribute to society? Other than to Gamestop and Sephora, of course? Nothing. I didn’t finish college, I failed at being a useful daughter, and my numbers were pretty low here, so I don’t know how long I was going to last here, anyway.
 
I was one of those losers living with her parents, with no boyfriend, with no real life, and I wanted to continue living that way?
 
I sniffled. Used one dirty forearm to wipe my eyes, forgetting my eyeliner and mascara. When I remembered, it was because I’d left smears of black on my skin. Upon reaction, I carefully wiped around my eyes, hoping I was able to tidy what I couldn’t see. I thought about my selfish reactions – having to cringe at leaving people behind. Hell, it happened, it is what it is. I couldn’t do a thing to help them.
 
…I couldn’t.
 
I rolled, leaned slightly to cautiously peer down at the floor below. Nothing but blood stains. The bodies of the fat man and the girl was gone. No doubt wandering around with the uniformed workers and such. 
 
Glumly, I clutched the metal edge of the bin, and then twisted to look over the other side of the bin. Nothing. But the door was shut. I was bewildered. When did that happen? I tried to think back as to when I heard it shut, but couldn’t even remember anything after lying down. Maybe I, uh, fainted or something.  Scanning the floor below, I saw more bloodstains amid the flashing lights, and I heard nothing human. I wondered if I was the only one that had survived. I couldn’t’ve been. There were hundreds of workers here tonight – they must be holed up, somewhere. I couldn’t imagine where. Maybe I had to go find them, because I wasn’t sure what to do on my own.
 
Some movement to my far right caused me to twist in that direction, feeling a jump of hot panic spread through me. But it was just another worker – he’d climbed the bins as I had and was already climbing his way down. I don’t know if he’d noticed me, so I just watched in silence as he made the easy trek down to the floor. Once he was there, he listened for anything that was out of place – then began running away from the walkway that led to the door. He disappeared out of sight and I gave a bewildered expression, wondering why he didn’t take the easy exit.
 
Feeling a little braver than I was earlier, I sat up and scanned that area more thoroughly, then repeated the action on the other side. I saw nothing moving. I looked back at the Exit, and realized that I could make it. A short sprint and bang! I was outside. But I hesitated because I still remember vividly that guy earlier – rushing outside and then looking up. Those lights. I remember the lights flashing everywhere, then focusing on him. It couldn’t have been the emergency lights. They aren’t motion controlled.
 
I think.
 
It just seemed odd. Why look up?
 
Was it snowing? 
 
How stupid. I rolled my eyes at myself, and managed to make it into a sitting position. More cautious than ever, I swung my legs out over the edge of the bin and tried not to look down. I was really high up. And that floor wasn’t soft. Even after a month and a half of working here, my feet still ached after my shift. Just imagine how it’d feel like hitting it from this height. I was shaking, still, and I knew it was just the sudden loss of adrenaline. I read that in a comic once – one of the characters made the other drink orange juice to replenish certain nutrients lost. 
 
I turned and lowered myself to the supports I’d used to crawl up. It was harder to do now that things were slightly calmer than they were earlier. My arms shook and it hurt my fingers to hold my weight up while my feet – curse my short legs! – struggled to find something to support myself with. But I made it down, sweaty and nearly out of breath; from panic, from caution, from sheer physical effort. I wished I was in shape. Maybe things would’ve been easier.
 
I paused and listened – eyes searching the empty row for signs of life. I didn’t see anything, or hear anyone. The coast was clear. I slowly edged around the row and looked toward the Exit door. My heart rate increased, and I started moving towards it, eager to make it. Eager to get outside and – and what?
 
I remembered my baggie and reached around me. It was gone. I’d dropped my car keys somewhere in the warehouse. I froze. I needed a vehicle to get back to Reno. Back to mom and dad. Or I could call them. They’ll come get me. But if there was a zombie apocalypse, then maybe it just wasn’t that convenient for them to do so. I’d have to go to them.
 
Or maybe….maybe we’re quarantined. Maybe there are Hazmat teams outside of the warehouse, surrounding us with military forces to keep us in and – no…wait…how would that explain the workers from across the street?
 
But why look up? Was this a zombie apocalypse? What was happening? My mind was blown, unable to figure out the reasoning behind the gory scenes that’d occurred right in front of me. I knew what it was, it was just…something extremely difficult to accept. I mean, I saw the movies, I played video games with the monsters – but to accept that it was actually happening? It felt like I was in some weird nightmare that wouldn’t allow me to wake up.
 
I heaved a low sigh, and marched for the doors, looking around for any signs of those snarling creatures. Those zombies. Biters. Walkers. Infected. As I strode quickly, I decided that they needed another name. I needed to keep myself grounded with my thoughts, because I felt that I could lose my mind the more I lost myself thinking about these things.  
 
The Impure. Nah. Not catchy enough. The Impure are coming after me! I heard myself scream in my thoughts, and it made me chuckle. I quickly stifled myself and rushed for the door – relief hit me once I touched the metal, and I pushed hard on the bar handle to escape. Only I was puzzled by the slim pipe that had been jammed in between the handle and the doorframe, locking me in. Locking me IN. With those things!





  
 
 
 
I panicked, pushing hard, struggling to get out – I yanked at the bar, but I couldn’t move it. I grunted, strained, used all of my desperate strength to budge it, but…nothing. Gasping for breath, I stared at the bar, then whipped around to look behind me. I still saw nothing that could have witnessed my mad struggle for freedom. But I was breathing hard, heavy, and those things could hear me. I struggled to quiet myself, my neck straining with the effort.
 
I turned away from the door, and struggled to get a grip, to keep myself from getting hysterical. I stared at the empty rows, absorbed the screech of the fire alarm – the flashing lights.
 
Had to ground myself again, because panic was rebuilding from my gut up. In order to do so, I had the flitting image of video game characters trapped in vicious worlds that prevented their escape. The moment my mind touched on these expensive fantasy games, I started to regain control. I was able to think a little more clearly, panic turning into an uncomfortable roil in my midsection instead of an overwhelming suffocation.
 
Now…what would Heather Mason do? She’d…probably curse and kick at the door and get angry. Vow to kill. I doubt that was part of my nature. I’m not strong enough to kill something that…zombie-like. She killed monsters. Not…not these things. I swallowed hard. Okay…what would Zoey do? Rochelle? Scarlet? Well…they had guns. And guys like Nick, Francis, Doyle. Me? Nobody.
 
            Man, it sucks to be single.
 
            I frowned, and shifted away from the door. My fingers were clenched into fists, and I started to cry – but then I remembered – those heroic video game chicks all had one thing in common; they grabbed a weapon and decided to survive. They didn’t stand around and blubber like how I was right now. Wiping my tears away, I was able to think about these characters more clearly. How they discovered obstacles and worked around them, searching for answers and pushing for survival. In one way, it was unrealistic to think I could be like them, considering their actions were controlled by the gamer, but this was all I had right now. Once I was able to focus myself away from my building blind panic, I decided I needed a weapon. A gun preferably – daddy made me shoot a few at the range, so I had the basics down – but I hadn’t come across any such things here in the warehouse.
 
            A jolt of remembrance hit me. I didn’t come across any guns, but I did come across knives. Survival gear. Inspired, knowing exactly where to go, I resolved to get it together. There had to be another way out of this warehouse. And there were enough weapons for me to use to do so. I removed my brightly colored safety vest and dropped it onto the floor. Then made myself walk toward the other end of the warehouse, where the items I had in mind were commonly found.
 
: :
 
            I made it to Red section with no trouble – but by the time I made it up to the third level, which was dark and foreboding, I started to doubt myself and my intentions. Once I had myself armed, I mean – really, what was I going to do? Knife a biter to its death? Everyone knows you need to eliminate the bastard’s head to completely kill it. So how was I going to do that? I suppose I could use an axe or hammer, but would I even have the strength or coordination to do that?
 
            Observing the darkness of the third level I knew pretty well, I hesitated upon stepping fully onto the floor. I swallowed hard, realizing that I was pretty thirsty. But would one of my fave zombie killing heroines stop for water when they were in the middle of a mission? Probably not.
 
            I took a deep breath, then ventured onto the floor. Just hours earlier, I remember coming across a bin that was stacked with tactical vests. I could probably use one of those to stack my supplies in. After a couple of minutes of cautious walking, I found the bin. I took extreme care in unwrapping the cardboard and plastic from the vest, frowning at the size. After some minutes of pulling tight all straps, I resolved on leaving it as it was, and proceeded to search for batteries, the flashlights I remember seeing the day before, and a few other things. I found this awesome Stanley Max Fubar II – an awesome prying and destroying tool that was about eight pounds and vicious looking - but I didn’t know where to put it on me. So I tucked it into one of my belt loops, where it banged against my thigh and hip with discomforting movement. It was a bit awkward to hang my arm naturally on that side, but I figured anything would help.
 
            I got a jolt of excitement as I loaded my vest with supplies. I found a reliable flashlight that could double as a weapon, just in case I couldn’t find the knife sets. A small first aid kit that had the very basics. I tucked it all into my pockets, and then went in search of a knife. I found it at the very end of the aisle, and carefully unwrapped it from its case. Other goodies spilled out from it, and it came with a very convenient holster. I awkwardly wrapped that to one thigh and straightened from my crouch. Looking down at myself made me smile crazy – I must look so bad-ass. A zombie killing machine.
 
            I was so busy preening over my appearance that I didn’t realize it at first – but then I became aware of it once the lights flickered on. The fire alarm was shut down. The silence was unexpected, and it made my heart leap into my throat. I reacted so stupidly, this ‘bad-ass killing machine’ immediately crouched and crammed herself into the bottom bin, obviously visible but desperate to hide. The position prevented me from breathing very well, and a human body cramming itself into something metal and small wasn’t meant to be, no matter how desperate she was.
 
            Struggling with myself, I listened hard to what was going on around me. Lights were still on, machinery creaking noisily – at the warning blare of an alarm that signaled the conveyors were about to become operational, I nearly had a heart attack. I heard the belts starting up, and from the corner of my eye, saw one of them start to move. Previously filled totes began to shift, disappearing and reappearing as the conveyor took them to the packaging department. I wondered what it all meant. Was there still someone in here? Or did the alarm have a timer of sorts? I blinked and realized that this position wasn’t helping any, but I didn’t want to be exposed. I flopped out from the bin, crouched low and shuffled carefully to the end of the aisle. Once there, I touched the knife I’d found. Its handle was unfamiliar in my grasp, and I really really had no idea how to weld a knife – other than for cutting up food, price tags from clothes. Stuff like that.
 
            I had to focus on being a video game character, again, just to compose myself. Damn, I was so sweaty, that when drops dangled and fell from my jaw, I didn’t even bother to wipe it away. I exhaled quietly and realized that I was hearing human voices. Men. I was too startled to stand up and cry out in relief, crouched as I was. It felt like it had been so long since I had heard something normal, that I didn’t know what to do.
 
            “ – surrounded us from all sides! There’s no way we can leave without them picking us off!” one of them said gruffly, and I winced. Those things could hear him. They could get him. Them. I didn’t want to move, now, I didn’t want those things to get to me, too. “We have all we need in here. To survive. Until something else happens.”
 
“You’re crazy, we have to leave!”
 
“They’re out there, too!” the first one shouted, and I cringed. I waited to hear those things shriek of discovery, like on the game. But nothing. Just them and some whimpering, female protests.
 
“What are we going to do? Just sit here, then? I’ve got my family to get to!” one of them cried out. She sounded hysterical. Just like how I felt.
 
“We aren’t leaving,” the first insisted, and his voice took on this threatening quality. I scrunched my face, trying to picture the man this voice belonged to. “We aren’t leaving! We’ll shack up here. We have a better chance at survival in here than we do out there!”
 
“It’s a better option than going out there,” another man said, almost too low for me to hear. I imagined him assuring the lady that had just spoken. “We’ll turn off most of the lights. Live quietly for awhile. Until those things outside go away.”
 
“They can still get in if they want. Have you seen them?” another guy exclaimed. He sounded young. “Those things from the sky? They’re not like the ones on the ground.”
 
“What’s out there?” another woman cried. “What’s out there?”
 
“Whatever they are, they aren’t friendly. Radio, cell service is down. They came in fast.”
 
“Who did? Korea?”
 
“Idiot!” the first one exclaimed, and I heard the women exclaim something, the men muttering. Jesus, who was this guy? “They came from the sky! Aliens, or something!”
 
‘Aliens’? Aliens? Aliens and…zombies? God, it sounded like overkill. My face scrunched, trying to picture the big-headed things with big eyes. Or Ripley’s pets.
 
“They came, and then those things – they happened,” he continued. They were moving briskly. On the ground floor, they passed the row I happened to be hiding on. Something was happening, something was alerting me to trouble – in the same way I was alerted to trouble during a new video game, when a Boss was waiting for me around some dark corner. I happened to like that instinct, so I listened to it now. Staying crouched, my fingers absently appreciating the knife I’d found. “That’s why we locked the place down. To keep them out. But those things – “
 
“They’re zombies,” another guy said helpfully.
 
“Right. They…somehow…happened right in here.”
 
“The sick people,” the young guy said. “I remember it, because this guy started coughing like crazy when we were waiting to go outside. Remember, Bill? Then he started tearing into this lady like she was…meat, or something. That’s when it happened.”
 
“They did,” another guy, I presume to be Bill, answered solemnly. They were getting further away. I remembered a set of offices on Red’s other side, alongside the furthest wall, by the restrooms. I couldn’t imagine why they were headed there. I suddenly looked around myself. While not wanting to be grouped with them, I remembered that this place was loaded with cameras. I saw a couple overhead – I remembered the security offices located on the other side of the warehouse. What if they already had people there? Monitoring me?
 
            Massive amounts of doubt and consideration hit me then. If there were people in the security office monitoring me, I might as well as show myself. But the thing was…I didn’t want to. Something was telling me something wasn’t right. I swallowed tightly, and couldn’t hear the rest of what they were saying as a door was opened. It was a tight squeal of sound, nothing like the Exit door. I decided to chance the maybes of people monitoring the security cameras and quietly made my way towards the nearest staircase. I figured, in the scheme of things, that if these people were walking around freely, talking loudly and making all sorts of noise, that the zombies were gone.
 
            It took a few minutes to get from Red to the other half of the warehouse. This side was extremely still, quiet. No machinery working here. It was also very dark, very…ugh. I hesitated as the glow of light from the 1st  section illuminated at least ten feet in front of me. What if those things were out there, amongst the shelves? Waiting to be reanimated, or something?
 
            Jesus, I only have this knife and Fubar. I don’t know how to kill things, other than spiders. I trembled, my hands shaking as they clutched onto the hem of my shirt. I looked over my shoulder, back to the bright illumination of the 1st section. To where I knew the living was lingering. I looked back at the point where I’d tried to go earlier, where the security doors would lead me to the main entrance of this section. Intrigued by the possibility of an open door, I withdrew my flashlight. I ventured away from the doorway, noticing that the large steel doors that had always been open between the sections were now shut tight. When did that happen? With how massive they were, considering that they were steel, I should have heard them closing.
            
            No matter. There were other things to think about. I carefully made my way through the darkness, grateful for the flashlight. It helped me see the green-taped path that had been marked for pedestrians, to warn away big equipment vehicles. It helped me maneuver through support beams and large cardboard boxes that we pickers used to toss the surrounding confines of content we had to throw into totes. More blood stains, gore, and I walked around most of it carefully, not wanting to leave foot prints.
 
            I had my jaw clenched the entire time, so when I finally made it to the security point, I felt it relax as I pushed through the swinging door, out into the cold hallway leading to the massive break room we used for our lunch, breaks. It was so dark. So cold. I hesitated to go any further – in the break room, there was broken windows and tossed tables. Chairs scattered everywhere. Jackets lying on the floor. Blood everywhere. Splattered on the walls, the floor, glass surfaces.
 
            I eyed the windows nervously. I could see the outside world, and I could already see my breath with every exhale. My skin broke out in goosebumps. I could escape from there. But their conversation caused me to stall.
 
            ‘Aliens’? 
 
            I didn’t believe in zombies outside of fantasyland, but look what happened. How hard was it to accept that there were these things, too? I swallowed hard. My flashlight seemed so bright, so I cupped it with one hand. I couldn’t move any further. The darkness and infinite possibilities of other dangers kept me rooted to just outside the swinging door.
 
            I could see the lights from the home improvement store next door. Those from Walmart around the corner. It was like – things were telling me it was okay out there, that things were somewhat normal. But I knew there wasn’t. I kept seeing the guy look up – and it bothered me, because, really - ?
 
            An alien invasion in Fernley? Hah! Fernley is such a hick-town, used mainly as a truck stop area with all its gas stations and fast food places. It doesn’t even have a mall, or clothing stores. So it would be laughable to think it was something of interest to freakin’ aliens from another planet. Twenty or so minutes away is a Naval Air Base. I wonder if that was slammed. Hawthorne, Carson City have bases of some sort – I wish I paid attention as to what. Marines? Air Guard? Something. God, my life was spent on comics and video games, with makeup and fashion tying for third place. Absolutely useless. No wonder my parents were so fed-up with me.
 
            As I stood there, staring out those broken windows, I became aware of shuffling movement outside. From the parking lot, outside of view. It was a large sound, something that made me think of the thing in Silent Hill 2’s prison. A creature with heavy footsteps and a low breathy sound, and I swear my entire body seized. My heart thumped hard. My mind compared the noise and experience to James Sunderland’s unseen tormentor and this one. The shift from pavement to dirt told me I could be exposed to whatever it was that made the sound. Slowly, I stepped back through that swinging door. I could still hear it.
 
            But the footsteps faded. What was it…?
 
            My mind couldn’t even conjure a picture of a thing that came from the sky, and I decided I wasn’t ready to face it, yet. 
 
            Once I couldn’t hear anything more, my eyes fell onto the darkness of the 2nd section of the warehouse. It was so thick and still that fear pounded on me from a different angle. But then inspiration hit – I could look for my keys. My keys to my car, which will take me to Reno, where I would go home and be okay. Once I found my parents, I would be okay. If I happened to be killed with them, it’ll be okay. Because I’ll be with them.
 
            It hurt to breathe, because the thought of them hurt or dead made it difficult to continue on. My mom, with her cackling laugh and sarcastic comments on my uselessness; my dad, with his thin optimism in that I’d actually be successful in life. Both of them hard on me for good reasons. Tears came to my eyes, because I wanted to be with them so much; I wish I called in. Just handled Dad’s irritation with my laziness and just stayed home. Slaughtered in our beds together, rather than – than me being stuck forty-five minutes away in stupid Fern-tucky.
 
            Then I didn’t want to think of them being slaughtered in their bed – they were alive, somehow, because Dad would make sure of it. He was a fighter. He was always fighting with somebody. Short man complex, mom always said. My confidence in them being alive was restored with just the knowledge of my dad’s stubbornness and determination, and I knew I had to make it back to Reno. Uncovering my flashlight, keeping alert to any noises or movements made in the darkness, I started to retrace my frantic footsteps. The conveyer belts I’d crawled under to avoid the zombies were in front of me. I crouched, shined the flashlight around, and saw no present danger.
 
            With another deep breath, I knew I had to go in deeper into the darkness, towards the Gold and Green sections to go find my keys. With one shaking hand, I withdrew the knife – held it in my right, and the left holding tightly onto the flashlight. It was so still, growing cold, that I found it hard to control my breathing. I knew I had to – I was about hyperventilating. I wanted to look everywhere and anywhere, and found the darkness incredibly frustrating. I was sweaty and shaky, and every step I took sounded so freaking loud. The light bounced around as my hand shook, so I lowered my arm and pinned the Mag-Light to my side, where it was better controlled. I clung awkwardly to my knife.
 
            I searched the pathways I’d taken in my frantic rush for safety and saw nothing. Just bloodstains. Fallen totes. A pair of shoes. Someone’s work glove. What looked like a wig hanging from one of the conveyors. I hope it was just a wig.
 
            I came across a body – it didn’t look real at first. It looked like someone had just dropped to the ground in exhaustion. Knife shaking dangerously, I hesitated to venture forward. I kept thinking the body would just explode upward with a scream. At the same time, I was morbidly curious as to why it was still there. The others reanimated and took off. Was this one just…in sleep mode? Or something?
 
            It was a guy, and I recognized him instantly. He often stocked the totes we pickers needed near the conveyer belts, and I had never said anything to him – just acknowledged him with a nod whenever I saw him. My flashlight crept over him, over his awkwardly sprawled legs and tossed arms. My heart was thudding hard against my ribcage. I held my breath, unsure if I actually wanted to see this.
 
            My knife shook and my wrist grew weak. I was sweating so badly that my shirt clung to me, and the tactical vest was making it worse. When I spotted no obvious injury on his body, I ventured forward. Lifted the light up towards his head.
 
            Well…where should have been his head. There was nothing there. Just a mess where the neck would have been.
 
            I turned and vomited. Not much came up, so it stung as I tried to stop myself. It went up my nose. I coughed and gagged and tripped over my own feet. My flashlight fell out of my hand, and I hit the concrete with a pained cry. Panic overwhelmed me, told me the guy was getting up. So I clawed the cold floor for my dropped flashlight, picked myself up, and went running from him, further into the darkness.
 
            Once I reached Gold’s bottom level, I stopped to catch my breath. To hock up a disgusting logie and spit away from me. Only I looked really stupid doing it, because I normally don’t spit loogies. Spittle dribbled over my lips and chin, and snot hung from my nose. I was so disgusted, wiping frantically at myself.
 
            The light bounced everywhere, illuminating all sorts of books in the shelves around me. The silence only amplified my attempts to clear my sinuses and my throat. I coughed and spit onto the concrete. I then paused, cupped the light with one hand, and listened hard for any sort of movement or sound. Nothing. I was alone. It was so weird, so scary.
 
            The darkness was so thick and full that the flashlight didn’t seem to do much against it. Looking around, I spotted light far away from me, and realized it was the open door leading into the 1st section of the warehouse. Nearly a mile away – this fulfillment center was nearly two miles long, three wide – I wasn’t exaggerating the miles I walked per ten-hour shift. I sniffled and wiped my nose with the back of one sweaty hand, and found the staircase I’d used to come down. Taking every step carefully, I ventured upward. I kept pausing to listen and look. I only heard my heart thundering loudly, so I continued on. 
            
            By the time I made it onto the third level, I was slightly out of breath and had to shake my legs out. They were stiffening up, and I was thirsty. I found the water station on that level, and took some time to sip at a fresh cup of water. I heard nothing but thick silence. It was so unnerving. There was never silence like this – it’s impossible to fully describe. I finished my water and flashed my light at the shelves open to me. They displayed sex toys, the occasional book, cartons of snack food. I took a break from key searching to rip open a carton of protein bars. Stuffed some in my vest and then continued searching. I didn’t find them on that level, but I found a backpack, a bigger first aid kit, a long sleeve athletic shirt that I immediately put on underneath my Halo tee, and some orange juice. I had a warm juicebox while I gathered some strength in heading down to the first level, to look for my keys down there. Made plans to retrace my path from the Exit door to the Green section.
 
            I fixed my hair back into its updo, wondering if I should just hack it off. As I was contemplating that, I heard a slip of sound that startled me into dropping the flashlight. It clattered loudly onto the floor, and I nearly screamed with surprise because it was really loud. The light rested on a set of shoes that came to a stop near me. A set of shoes that belonged to a moving body, to someone that shushed me. I nearly turned to run away like some startled animal when he picked up the flashlight to show himself to me. It was another shift worker, someone I’d seen occasionally as we switched picking sections.
 
            “Sorry, sorry,” he whispered, nearly blinding himself to show me he wasn’t a creature. His voice didn’t match the guys I’d heard earlier, and as my heart rate returned to normal, he gave a goofy sort of smile. He looked bloody and gross, and I wondered where he’d hid to survive. If there was more like him. “Hey, it’s okay. You scared me, too.”
 
            “I scared you?” I repeated, nearly hissing it. I snatched the flashlight away from him, kept it centered on his chest. Damn it, he was taller than me, but not exactly girl-protection material. He was scrawny, slight, with a cutesy face rather than a mannish one. I still would have to depend on myself to survive. Damn it.
 
            “Are you with…you with Jeff and them?” he then asked, looking cautious about it.
 
            I blinked because I didn’t know who Jeff was, and I shook my head. He looked immediately relieved. “Who’s that?” I asked, keeping my voice at a whisper.
 
            “Teal badge. Worked at the docks. He’s got people with him. He and these other guys were killing off the infected.”
 
            I stared at him, at the nervous dart of his eyes. He kept blinking hard, like the light hurt him. So I shifted it to his mid-section. “You were here…all this time?”
 
            He pointed off to the side, then crossed his arms loosely without saying anything. He looked me up and down while I tried to figure out what the gesture meant. The tense expression he’d been wearing slowly turned to something of amusement, relief. But also judgmental, like he was trying to figure out whether or not I knew how to do anything.
 
            As I started to relax, I remembered more about this guy. Me and another picker had realized weeks earlier that this one looked like that guy from ‘Inception’ – the one that had his hair slicked back and had the awesome spinning hall scene. I felt inwardly disappointed that he wasn’t the sort of man I was looking for – he lacked muscles. A sense of commanding presence. He looked like the sort that hid when men raised their voices in a bar, or shied away from bloody MMA matches. I almost groaned and hoped he wasn’t going to be an ally of sorts.
 
            I didn’t feel the need to make myself look pretty and wiped at my nose to make sure I wasn’t snotty, still. Then realized how utterly shallow I was at a time like this. 
 
            “I hid over there,” I gestured at the 1st section, “then found this stuff in Red. Do you know about outside?”
 
            He shook his head immediately. “You can’t go outside. There’s more out there.”
 
            “Like what? Aliens?” I asked sardonically. 
 
            He looked at me with a forceful nod and serious expression. When he looked like that, he really looked like that guy. What was his name? Argh, I never paid much attention to him when Tom Hardy’s more dashing Eames was around.     
 
            “Really tall, really big. See, we made it outside when the infected came in, but when we saw them – some of us came back in,” he explained. His face told me how awful that event was. Sheesh, he made me want to protect him. “They didn’t make it far. It was like they were waiting for us to come out. They were in the sky, on the ground – they sent in those infected like – to flush us out, or something.”
 
            I adjusted a loose strap on my vest, giving him a skeptic look. “If there are aliens outside, why don’t they come in and finish the job?”
 
            He shrugged. He was wearing a loose Henley with a big tear at the shoulder. Revealing a t-shirt underneath. I bet if he wasn’t wearing that T-shirt, he’d be thin. He looked like he’d get cold faster than I would if he went outside. I noticed how bloody it was. Remembered how bad it stank when that woman went psycho on the other one. I handed him the flashlight, then wiggled my arms underneath my vest and Halo shirt. He kept talking, shining the light randomly at the floor, not even paying attention to what I was doing.
 
            “I don’t know if they could fit. They were really, really big. Thick. Like…like the Maxx,” he said suddenly, and I was jolted at the 90’s reference. I stilled with the shirt pulled mostly off my head, stunned that someone like him could namedrop a character so classic. He gave a funny snort, waving the flashlight around. “Like you’d know what that is, probably beyond your time, but – “
 
“I know who that is,” I said – well, snapped. I held out the shirt, and he realized what I was doing.
 
            “Oh, no, that’s okay, I mean - !”
 
“Just take the shirt, I’m sure yours smells disgusting,” I added. “I have another one.”
            
            He noticed this, and then took it with a muttered ‘thanks’. I took the flashlight back, and he changed quickly. I saw freckled ribs and sunken stomach when his dark green tee caught to his Henley, and wanted to mutter ‘ew’ aloud. But I didn’t because I was too tired to be out loud judgmental. 
 
            “So, uh…this Jeff person?” I asked, once he pushed his boring brown hair back into place. The more time we spent whispering harshly to each other, the more I started to realize that he was definitely a comrade.
 
            He shook his head. I noticed that his name badge, reading his name as Harley Troy. Dashingly plain and boring, fitting for a scrawny guy with boring brown eyes and wavy brown hair. I remembered the times he nearly collided his picking cart with mine, and how rude he was with never saying ‘sorry’ or ‘excuse me’.
 
            I noticed he was looking for my name badge – I must’ve lost mine. I didn’t bother giving my name unless he asked.
 
            “Not good news. Yeah, he and the trash guys helped knocked some of the infected down, but then…he’s always been this, like, power hungry guy. He….” Harley trailed off, squinting at me, like he didn’t believe me. “You didn’t run into them?”
 
            “No. I was hiding. I didn’t know what was going on.”
 
            He was quiet for a few moments, then continued on with, “He separated people into groups. Like…old people and young people. Fat, skinny – he, uh…he made the...”
 
            I stared at him for a few moments. Wondered about this Jeff guy getting all ‘power hungry’ in the midst of carnage and chaos.
 
            “Well, basically, he took the guys that listened to him and the younger girls. Left the others to die. When they did, he and the guys killed them. He had a gun in his car that he got before – like, the aliens could catch him.”
 
            I stared at him for a few moments, unsure of how to process that. It sounded so ridiculous. Everyone knew, in moments of alien invasion and zombie hordes that you stuck together. You don’t purposefully do stuff like that.
 
            “Huh,” was all I said. I looked at him and wondered why he wasn’t part of any group.
 
            He wiped his hands on his pants. I figured he hid, like me. Normal human reaction for wimps. That part I understood, so I didn’t judge him on that. I wondered where he hid.
 
            “So, what were you planning on doing?” I asked curiously. I cupped the light with one hand and wondered if Jeff and his group was going to be another obstacle in my plans to get to Reno.
 
            “Wait it out,” he replied, scrunching his eyebrows. “Then go out. I unlocked one of the doors – “
 
            “They have them all locked?” I asked. It made sense, now, for the things on the outside. But I didn’t want to be in here for very long. I needed to get to my parents.
 
            “Most. But I unlocked one of the doors in Orange,” he said, and I looked in that direction. It was spread along the far wall beyond this section, and was a straight shot from us. It opened towards the Walmart Superstore across the street. Perfect. I needed to find my keys.
 
            “Do you think it’s safe to go, now?” I then asked.
 
            He shrugged. Jammed his hands into his jeans pocket. I wondered about the fitting amount of time to wait out the aliens patrolling the grounds outside. They had to get tired of the place soon. They have bigger places to conquer. Like L.A. New York. Not stupid, butt-friendly Fernley. 
 
            “Where are you from?” he then asked. I noticed he hesitated on adding something to that, watching his face shift to an uncomfortable scowl at the floor. Maybe he thought I wanted to stay with him, or something. I didn’t want to – he didn’t look manly enough to protect me. So I hoped he didn’t try to suggest we continue on together.
 
            “Reno,” I replied cautiously. “I need to get to Reno. I’m trying to find my car keys. I dropped them when all this started.”
 
            “I’ll help. Cold Springs,” he then added, gesturing at himself. I scrunched my own face. Before I could comment, he said with a light chuckle, “I know, I know. I live with roommates. Gay ones. I mean, I’m not gay, but they are. Serious couple. Domestic partnership, or something. I don’t know. It was a Craig’s List find. So…you?”
 
            After that unneeded explanation, I said, “I live with my parents.”
 
            He looked relieved for some reason. “I thought so. You’re – you looked pretty attached to them.”
 
            I didn’t really think into that statement because I was distracted by the thought that if we were going to stick into this building situation together, he needed to be armed, too. Our survival while searching for my keys couldn’t depend entirely on me – I mean, I’m pretty useless without an X-Box controller in one manicured hand.
 
            I unhooked my Fubar and handed it to him. An expression of disapproval made itself known on my features when he rejected it with a shake of his boring head. He instead reached out toward the safety rail and pulled to him a fire ax – the blade was wet with blood and gore, and he gave a smile as he handled the weapon with some confidence. The way he swished it around to dislodge some of the thicker substance on the blade made me reconsider his strength – for a guy with stringy arms, he did have some muscle to him.
 
            “I got this. Worked good so far,” he said, examining the blade.
 
            I thought I felt reassurance in his manly abilities rush through me, but it might’ve been the orange juice I drank earlier, replenishing what nutrients I’d lost.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
 
I sat in the darkness while Harley used my flashlight to go look for his own supplies on this level. I felt slightly better knowing I wasn’t alone, even if it was just Harley Troy. I guess I shouldn’t knock on him too badly – he might be my only ride back to Reno if I couldn’t find my damn keys.
 
I’d asked him to keep a lookout for them – a car and house key with an anime character keychain – but I guess he hadn’t found them yet. I couldn’t help but give a start at the rustling sounds that happened every so often throughout the warehouse. I didn’t see any lights anywhere, no other survivors making themselves known. It wasn’t those things, either, because they hadn’t gotten all snarly and rabid – I gave a start, feeling inspired. I found my name for them – the Rabid. They were all frothy and dangerous, and they sounded all like how I guess animals on rabies would, so the name made sense. 
 
Harley dropped something, and it made my entire body jerk. I was seated against some totes near the conveyor, where I faced an equipment elevator. If somebody rushed at me, I could run comfortably in either direction without hitting anything; I could take the stairs down, I could run down that aisle – hoping that there were no abandoned carts in my path. Once I settled myself back into my seat, exhaling heavily, I continued to think about my parents.
 
Harley came back, holding an armful of things. He set his things down next to me, handing me my flashlight. I illuminated his actions as he dumped it all into the backpack, with no real organization. He was going to regret that later, if he found himself in a situation where he needed something real quick and he couldn’t find it because he was messy. Maybe his home looked the same way.
 
“Thanks for this,” he then said, indicating the backpack. 
 
He had found some gummy bears, and opened the bag to dig out a handful and stuff them into his mouth. Then offered some to me, but I didn’t feel like eating at the moment. He then sat down in a similar position as mine, and I used the flashlight to touch on some of the things that I knew was there. Overturned carts and spilled totes lay nearby. Blood stains on the conveyer and ripped clothing caught my attention next.
 
It was silent between us for awhile. I didn’t know what to say, my mind overrun with all thoughts and possibilities, trying to convince myself to do something right. I didn’t know what he was thinking about, and I kind of didn’t care. In invasions like these, it was hard to make friends – who knew who was going to betray who, and leave who, and who gets killed in the next act? It was an all for one situation. 
 
I thought about those girls Jeff had gathered and wondered if I knew them. That situation didn’t make sense to me, because that sort of thing always happened weeks later, when the survivors realize that there was no hope and colonies or groups had to be established. I wondered if I should do something – tried to put myself in their position. I’d want someone to rescue me. I knew I couldn’t do it myself. I was incapable of such things. I did so many horrible things to survive thus far – what if I was able to do something good to overcome the bad, ensure my way into heaven? If my parents were already there, I needed to be on the same route.
 
“Did you know Jeff?” I whispered, wincing at the volume of my own voice within the thick stillness. 
 
Harley ate some more gummies. Did a shrug and shake of his head thing. “Acquaintances. I knew this guy that was friends with him, and – well, that’s how I know him. I didn’t hang out with him or anything.”
 
I examined my nails before saying slowly, “Should we do something? About it?”
 
He had an awful habit of shrugging, because he did it again. “I wouldn’t, to be honest.”
 
I’d expected more of a cheesy answer, an enthusiastic jump to be hero or something. Not the answer he gave, so I looked at him. “Why?” I asked, without thinking.
 
“I just…in a situation like this? I mean, I wasn’t taught to – like, I don’t know too many people here, I’m not attached to them. It’s like…I’m already surviving a weird situation here. Why try to save others when you’re too busy trying to survive yourself?” he stammered, looking really uncomfortable and not making eye contact.
 
I guess he made sense. I mean, yeah, no judgment here, but…I guess I was just too used to the movies where people went back to help others. Not abandon them. I didn’t know those women. Plus, Harley didn’t look the hero type. Definitely the hide-and-survive type.
 
            “You were ‘taught’?” I then questioned. “Like, someone taught you to survive zombie apocalypses?”
 
            Harley was sweating over my questions, shifting around uneasily. Made a face while he answered. “My dad. I….he always said, ‘You over them’. To always choose – well, it just makes sense. Neither of us are heroes. Why – why risk our lives for people we don’t know?  I just…”
 
            “No, I understand,” I said with a nod. He made sense to me.
 
It was really dark, and something clanged loudly to the right of us. Turning off the flashlight, I waited and listened for anything more. The silence and the darkness was immense, and made my breath catch in my throat. Even when I felt his shoe kick my knee as he shifted, the sound of his axe dragging on the floor as he picked it up, I still felt alone and vulnerable. When nothing more happened, and I felt my heart rate return to normal, I turned the flashlight back on, keeping it focused on the floor between us. He relaxed, but resettled with the axe settled over his lap. He kept eating the gummy bears.
 
To relax somewhat, I unclipped my hair. It was waist length, my bangs cut bluntly over my eyes – I’d also had it colored a brownish-blonde. But since I’d started working here, my black roots were showing. It was skanky Nevada stripper hair, my mom had said. I loved her compliments. Thinking about them only made me miss her and hope that she and dad were okay. I examined the length of my bangs, absently telling myself they had to be trimmed – my eyelashes kept getting caught at the ends. Running my fingers through the length to detangle it, I let my mind wander once more.
 
Harley stopped eating and set the bag aside. He looked sick.
 
I wasn’t familiar or comfortable with him, so I didn’t say anything – just gave him a look that said ‘I Told You So’. Even though I didn’t say anything. My dad hated that look. Called it the skank with attitude look. I missed him so badly that tears sprang to my eyes, but crying wasn’t helpful right now. I blinked rapidly and tried to focus on something else other than my dad’s gruff voice.
 
“So…” Harley wiped his hands on his jeans. He had to belt them in place. I missed my Halo shirt. “What are we going to do?”
 
“I dunno.” I flicked aside the strands that had come with my fingers during the combing. “Hang out for awhile? Avoid those guys?”
 
“The infected?”
 
“The Rabid,” I corrected, to which he gave me a look. “They act rabid. All snarly and growling and frantic…the infected sounds too Left4Dead.”
 
“What’s that?”
 
It startled me when people didn’t know video games. So I went blank for a few moments before I recovered. “Nothing. Seen ‘28 Weeks Later’?”
 
“Oh, uh…no. No, actually. What’s that?”
 
Great. A guy that don’t know stuff like that was someone who wasn’t going to get me at all.
 
“I was thinking,” he said, rushing through my silence, “maybe we’ll wait, like, two hours. Until things blow over. There’s nothing in Fernley for those things outside to be completely worried about – they should have moved onto Reno by then.”
 
“Do you think this happened everywhere?” I asked, imagining cities being destroyed by zombies and aliens that looked like the Maxx.
 
“Yeah.” Harley folded his hands atop of his lap. He had long, girlish fingers. His nails were kind of long. Ew. “It’d be stupid to think it only happened here. There’s nothing here in Fernley to have things from another planet invading it. This happened all over…”
 
Just to clarify, I then asked, “ You’ll just let me out? Go on by my own?”
 
Harley blinked, then looked at me. Looked rather startled that this was even a consideration, then proceeded to look really uncomfortable. “Er…well, ah, see – “
 
“Because I don’t need your help. I mean, don’t take it the wrong way, I’m not making it on my own, but you don’t look the hero type,” I said, flicking hair from my face. “I don’t think I could rely on you to protect me. I’m just making sure there’s, like, so you know I won’t be needing your help after getting out of here.”
 
Harley looked at me again, still with that startled expression. I stared at him, waiting for him to acknowledge this.
 
“Er…sure. I mean…I mean, yeah, I wasn’t planning – “
 
“’You over them’, remember? Okay, as long’s that’s clear,” I said, nodding. “I just need your help finding my keys and letting me out. I’ll find somebody else who can do the job so you can go home.”
 
Harley looked as if he didn’t know what to say, blinking repeatedly, and I didn’t have time for this. I looked away and wondered where my stupid keys were and how long the aliens were going to take conquering Fernley.
 
This weird silence fell, and it wasn’t because of the warehouse’s environment – something was awkward between us. Like I’d insulted him or something. He still looked like he didn’t know what to say to me. I was starting to feel like I shouldn’t have said that aloud, so I changed the subject for him. Asked him about his New Year’s plans.
 
It took him a good minute to even answer. When he did, he cleared his throat and heaved it out, as if he’d been having a hard time even talking.
 
“New Year’s….uh, I was sort of expecting stuff to happen later on. I had plans for this New Year’s Eve. Me and the guys were going downtown. Well, they were going downtown, and I was going to meet up with this girl – “
 
“You have a girlfriend?” I interrupted, almost in relief.
 
“No. I mean, I met her, we were talking …” he trailed off, and I could tell from the look on his face that she just wasn’t into him. “Anyway, I was hoping to meet up with her. Grace. That’s…that’s her name. Grace. Novowitz.”
 
“Huh.” I could only imagine a matching, boring personality for this guy – a chick that had all the right things to say to a guy. 
 
He sighed heavily. “She’s…well, I don’t think that’s going to happen. I tried to call her when things started – I made it to the break room, on this side?”
 
There were two break rooms – one in the 1st, one in the 2nd half.
 
“And I got to my phone to call people. She didn’t answer. So I was just…y’know…wondering…None of our phones were working,” he added. “There were people trying to call, and nothing. No one could get a signal. That’s when those aliens started breaking in through the windows.”
 
“What’d they look like?” I asked, straining to hear anything moving in the still silence around us.
 
“Big. Like the Maxx. Hump backs, these long, buff arms, and they were, like, dark blue. Their mouths started from here, “ he indicated his own jawline, then dropped to the center of his chest, “to here, with these – jillions of tiny, jagged, crooked teeth. I remember those teeth. Big hands. Claws. Picked up one of the guys, the little Pilipino guys? From the Safety Squad? Bit him right in half. They kept huffing, like, words. Like….”
 
I was amused as he dropped his voice and growled out something that sounded like ‘Hunger’.
 
He crossed his arms and squinted at the darkness above our heads. “And it was weird because while they were inside, they would like…usher the…the infected – the Rabid – like…go on. Get ‘em. Like that, y’know?”
 
I tried to picture massive alien creatures ushering rabid zombies ahead of them, encouraging them to eat and attack what they could. The picture didn’t work because I couldn’t imagine the aliens’ appearance just right. I guess I just had to see it.
 
“I ran back in here. But…I noticed that they…didn’t come in, just the…just the Rabid.” He trailed off again, thinking about this. I played with the flashlight and noticed that my Reeboks were splattered with blood. I wondered when that happened. The bells of my pants legs were stained as well. “Maybe they couldn’t fit through the doors.”
 
I lifted an eyebrow. The concept seemed ridiculous. “The Rabid got in easily. Maybe that’s all they needed to do. You think they did that at Walmart, too?”
 
Harley shrugged. When he looked down at his hands on his thighs, he concentrated on them hard. “I don’t want to know. That place was always full of…like, little kids and babies.”
 
I had compassion somewhere in me. I just had to find it. I shrugged lamely in response.
 
“So…what’s your name?”
 
“Edith Fitzgerald,” I told him.
 
He gave me a startled look, and then searched for my name badge again. It still wasn’t there, so he fumbled. “Oh. Huh. You don’t look like a –”
 
“What do I look like?” I asked. I know what my name did to people. It wasn’t that common to find an Asian with a name like mine. Harley stammered and did the hand in hair thing. 
 
“Well…I don’t know. Just…not…like the others. You …you have a boyfriend?”
 
“No. I was working on that.” I exhaled heavily, frowning. Wanting my chapstick. “It’s hard finding a good man. I’m sick of boys.”
 
He had an amused smile on his face. “What – “
 
“Anyway, I don’t. Just my parents. 298 friends on Facebook, 296 of which I’ve never met in person, and 20 friends on Xbox Live, none of which know I’m a chick. I have acquaintances, but…no one close. I find it hard to get along with girls, and it’s hard to be friends with boys because they always think they have a chance to sleep with me. I have standards.”
 
He had this look on his face, one I’d seen way too often on my dad’s face. The one that said, God, this ho is stuck-up. He said that once, to my mom, and mom and I had a great laugh. Dad says the funniest things, like he’s so updated, and really, he’s this short guy that laughs too loud and says the most inappropriate things at the wrong time. I missed him terribly. The tears burned, and I struggled not to sniffle, even when my nose itched with the efforts. I didn’t want to cry because I didn’t want this dork making things all awkward between us.
 
I twirled my hair, used the octopus clip to pin it back into place. Arranged the flowing ends neatly so that it looked somewhat decent. Ran my fingers over my bangs to make sure they were still flat and straight.
 
Harley recovered. He was giving his worn, ugly shoes a hard stare, and I realized he was politely ignoring my efforts not to cry. That actually scored him a few points with me. 
 
We both stilled at the sound of movement. Both of us only looked up with silent starts at the sight of this guy stepping out from behind one of the shelves, and a couple of others moving slowly into view from the stairway nearby. Another one approached us from alongside the conveyor belts, and at that point, both of us shot to our feet.
 
“Jesus, you scared me,” Harley exclaimed in thick relief, while I struggled to get my heart beating from the complete scare I’d just had. Those guys just appeared in front of us like ghosts – I swear to God, I could have wet my pants with the way they just snuck up on us.
 
“You made it,” one of them commented, while I swallowed and tried to wet my tongue. I think my eyes were still pretty rounded at this point, taking them all in and realizing that they were looking at me. Pretty intently, I might add. With the way they stopped, they were facing against us as a group, and I started to get uncomfortable with the proximity. Some of them had hammers, axes, huge wrenches – properly armed in a sudden zombie/alien apocalypse.
 
“Yeah,” Harley said in reply, and I heard him swallow. Glanced at him and saw that he looked pretty tense. Like, his neck had these tendons showing, and his face was this stern frown. His fists were clenched, and he’d taken a step back, holding onto his axe with one hand.
 
I watched the guy from the conveyors walk over, and saw the gun in hand. Oh, good, he could shoot the Rabid when they converged on us. I guess, if they did.
 
“Troy…you made it,” he said, and I recognized that voice. It was the main speaker of the group, Jeff. He had this ugly expression as he looked from Harley to me. That onceover he gave me made me so uncomfortable that I unconsciously stepped closer to Harley, like he could somehow block me from view. It seemed rather pathetic that I used the scrawny guy as cover.
 
“Jeff…Travis, John, Chael,” Harley said tightly in response.
 
“We got this safe place for you on the other side,” Jeff then said to me. “John’s going to take you there.”
 
“I’m not staying here,” I said, glancing at this John person when he indicated for me to join him. “I’m waiting to go outside. I’m going home.”
 
“It’s too dangerous out there for you,” Jeff said, exhaling through his nose. “C’mon, we got one of the rooms outfitted for a few days.”
 
“No…I’m – I’m pretty much ready to go, now,” I said. “I’m going home. I have to go to Reno.”
 
“She doesn’t want to stay here,” Harley said, speaking up suddenly. “We’re going to leave.”
 
“You open those doors, you’ll let those things in,” Jeff snapped, and his voice actually made me cringe. It was too loud. Those things would hear him, didn’t he get that? “We got all the girls in the hall by Red. We’ll be watching over them until it’s safe outside.”
 
“I don’t want to stay in here,” I insisted. “As soon as Harley opens that door, I’m leaving! I need to go home!”
 
“Out of the way, Troy. Just walk away,” Jeff said to Harley, ignoring me. “It’s not like you can do anything – you’re one person. You go on ahead.”
 
I just thought – NO. No, I didn’t want Harley to leave at that moment. I knew these guys were up to no good – suddenly, it was like – I felt like these guys were totally messing up the rules of survival. They were using this catastrophe for something heinous, and was so blatant about it - ! And I couldn’t stay here, because I would be part of their ugly crimes, and - ! Really, what human being thinks this way? How could they just take advantage of this chaos just to get their rocks off like this?
 
In spite of the rising anger and outrage I felt, I also felt terrified. It felt more real to face off with this monster. Because it felt like I couldn’t escape. Not with the men surrounding us like this, with me having only Harley to - !
 
My mind was racing, fear made me sweat again. I didn’t know what to do while Jeff said a few other things. I looked at Harley because I literally couldn’t think or even force up enough survival instinct to tell me what to do.
 
He glanced at me, battling some internal situation of his own – I could see it in his tense face – and the eye contact we made was a clashing force of…desperation? I couldn’t quite fathom it to understand what it was. But once our eyes met, something clicked. Something that wasn’t there before suddenly dropped down between us, like this physical weight. I felt it. And, yet, I couldn’t quite process what it was as stark terror continued to render me this voiceless person.
 
But his face tightened again. I heard the sweaty sound of skin against wood as his fingers tightened on the axe handle, and he was holding it within both hands, lifting it in front of him.
 
“No,” he told Jeff, in this firm and…well, rather manly tone. It didn’t fit him. It didn’t sound like it should have come from him, but it did because I saw him say it.
 
Something like relief and yet horror filled me because even if he fought for me, he was still outnumbered by the other guys. I actually started to feel bad. Like, I actually felt my greedy selfishness hit me from the inside, reprimanding me for being this way.
 
            “Stupid,” Jeff muttered, lifting the gun, and both of us froze at that moment. I’d never looked into a barrel of a gun like that. It felt unreal. It felt like it wasn’t happening, and yet I was seeing this happen. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what else to think. I could only stare into that barrel and – 





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
 
 
It was this tremendous crash of noise that made me scream, thinking that Jeff shot Harley. It filled my ears in a wave of never-ending sound, distorting and booming. Seconds later, it felt like I’d been crushed from behind, and I hit the floor face first, sliding as all this crazy sound deafened me. I opened my eyes, confused and disoriented, as white smoke caused me to cough, filling my lungs with heavy weight that made it difficult to breathe. 
 
            Something exploded from behind us. I rose into a standing position, trying to breathe and cough at the same time. I heard this continuous sound of destruction, a roar of sound that made it difficult to concentrate. As I struggled to orient myself with what was happening, I realized I was looking up at this outlandish, massive figure surrounded by the night sky.
 
            It’s a Gundam! some crazed part of my mind screamed. This face wasn’t human – its eyes were heavily hooded by some sort of metal, neon blue piping lighting this crazy alien face that was both robot and being. It had four wicked arms that were busy tearing through the warehouse’s north wall, rendering it into rubble, exposing us to the cold night. As metal twisted and screeched with the thing’s movement, I started to see that it was merely ‘opening’ the building to the horde of creatures that had been waiting outside to get in.
 
            This thing was gorgeous – it was massive. It wasn’t a human-shaped character that the anime mecha were recognized by – it was clearly outworldish. Neon blue piping flashed here and there throughout jutting shoulders, absurdly long arms with even longer fingers. Stubby legs – for something that size, its legs were really short – moved in a fluid motion like an animal’s. The giant robot crushed vehicles underneath each step, the ground rumbling with its movement – it had to be hundreds of feet high. 
 
            My mind was blown, watching this thing walk away. There were other shadows in the distance as big as it, but they were too far away for me to see individually. I could only imagine what they truly were. I could only think of how beautiful it was to see these alien robots, here to destroy Earth, actually existing in front of me. I wasn’t looking at them in fear or horror – I was admiring them from an anime-enthusiast’s point of view.
 
            I was totally geeking out, rather than freaking out. Like I said, I lacked a survival instinct.
 
            As hearing started to return, my mind processed the snarls, the barking words of creatures that were once human. I started to realize that I was still in danger. My mind so blown by the robots that I didn’t even think about why it had done what it did – I heard the noises of incoming Rabid and didn’t even process it as a danger. Good thing I wasn’t the only one there.
 
The metal stairs nearby vibrated with the weight of many moving feet, and Harley knew they were running up to find us.
 
“Let’s go!” Harley commanded, grabbing his own flashlight, activating it, and setting off at a run. I followed, already out of breath and scared witless, my flashlight bouncing on various surfaces while the Rabid barked and snarled. It sounded so freaky because they sounded like animals, not humans. We left the others quickly – I didn’t even see what had happened to them, but obviously we were in the clear because of what that robot did.
 
We went running through a pathway in the conveyer belt, and into an alphabetized section that was Gold section’s last level. I assumed he was leading us to that back staircase, and anticipated going down the steep stairs. Instead, he made a hard left, taking us back along the aisle to the other staircase, across the floor. Bewildered, because then that would take us back towards the Rabid, I started to protest.
 
We took the stairway down one level, the action preventing me from saying anything, and I didn’t want to stop or slow down for the Rabid to catch up while I complained. Instead, he jumped over the conveyor and headed for a connecting passageway to the packing section of the warehouse. Which scared me, as I clumsily climbed over the belt, because I didn’t know that part of the warehouse. I’d never been there.
 
“C’mon!” he shouted at me from over his shoulder, and I rushed to keep up, unable to resist looking back. The Rabid were halted by the belt, and I was really startled that they were that close until I saw that some had managed to intercept the others, causing a brief blockage of snarling people in uniform. Momentarily relieved, I returned my attention to Harley’s back and struggled to take another set of stairs two at a time just to try and stay within five feet of him. But the fool had longer legs, and I’m so short - !
 
I looked back again, speeding up, nearly colliding with fallen totes. I caught myself, looked back to see the Rabid figuring that they could crawl over the conveyer belt and were now booking it towards us. I must’ve screamed or squealed because then Harley had stopped and was running back to me. I got to my feet and caught up to him, willing my legs to move me faster. He continued leading us through this aisle of cardboard and totes atop of shelves, where the people that had been working there had abandoned tools, gloves, sweaters and water bottles in their haste to make the fire alarm call. He turned a sharp right, and we were then running onto the second floor of Green section. He was taking us to the wrecked section of the warehouse, I realized, huffing and puffing.
 
Down another set of stairs, and we were on concrete floor. There were carts in our path, designed for the stowers – the people that filled bins with items – and he stumbled into one. I caught myself in time, and the Rabid were catching up. I looked back and realized there were people with flashlights behind them. People shouting at us to turn back, and when Harley caught wind of their voice, he did a double take. So those guys did survive, and they were still coming after us? Freaking insane.
 
The Rabid heard them, and turned, half running towards the people catching up and half stumbling after us.
 
Harley used “Jesus” and a creative curse together, pushing past me with his axe raised.
 
Confused, I came to an abrupt stop and watched as he tucked his flashlight in a pocket on his backpack, and swung the axe with one hand. The blade embedded within a Rabid’s temple, and he jerked it back just in time to swing again with both hands at another that leapt at him. 
 
I pranced restlessly, breathing heavily and unsure of whether or not to help Harley or just keep running. I still didn’t know how to contribute to zombie slaughtering. The open air to the parking lot was beckoning me, but due to the wreckage of the building, it would take a lot of climbing just to get there. It had looked like an easy feat from above, but now it looked freaking impossible to scale.
 
Harley jerked his axe out of the scalp of a lady he just felled, then looked at me. “Edith, go to the docks, and go out that exit near the trash can,” he said, lifting his voice to be heard over the snarling, yelling.
 
I was confused, overwhelmed with everything happening – I thought he was gesturing towards the other end of the warehouse, 1st section. So I turned and began running in that direction. I was mindless, really. I didn’t know how to function. With everything that had happened, taking direction was impossible for me. I just ran wherever I thought he’d pointed without a second glance.
 
He looked confused before he swung the axe, knocking a snarling guy in a gas station uniform aside before crushing his skull with the axe. He didn’t even get to say anything else because the Rabid just kept attacking him, and I was just running without thinking.
 
I knew where I was – I turned right and booked it between rows of books. I made a sharp right, aiming for a wider aisle between rows. My flashlight bouncing all over the place, I ran for a conveyer, hearing the sounds of the Rabid behind me growing closer. In a flash of inspiration, I picked up speed towards the conveyer and threw myself in an awkward slide underneath it, sending a couple of empty totes flying away from me. I made it back to my feet and continued to run, willing myself to be fast.
 
I chanced a look over my shoulder and couldn’t see Harley anymore. Movement to the right of me told me that one of the guys that had confronted us was running after me, alongside a conveyer belt. I wanted to scream, but that meant loss of precious air, and I needed it to run faster. I ran towards the open doorway that led into the 1st section, knowing that I was in the clear from here. 
 
I panicked because I didn’t know where I was going. How I was going to get there without direction. I forgot about the locked doors. I couldn’t remember where I’d parked my car. At this time, I’d totally forgotten that I hadn’t even found my car keys. All I could think of was getting to my car parked outside.
 
I sprinted through the open doorway, overwhelmed by the lights above. I shoved my flashlight into the waistband of my jeans, pumping my arms furiously. Looking behind me once more, only one Rabid was after me. That guy in the white shirt was being ripped apart by the others. He was screaming hoarsely, arms flailing, but he wasn’t going to make it. I didn’t know what to do with this Rabid coming at me. 
 
I was out of breath and my legs weren’t going any faster. I was even slowing down by the time I reached the set of offices clear on the other side of the warehouse. I was dying. I was going to die anyway. But I’d rather die of sprinting than under the teeth of the thing behind me. I looked at it again, heart pumping hard, seemingly pulsing underneath my throat – it was wearing a police uniform, it was fat, and half of its face was missing. But I noticed it had a gun in its waist holster.
 
Hey. I could use that.
 
Struggling to breathe, I returned my attention forward and heard these weird sounds – women’s shouts and screams. One of the doors of the offices was being pound upon, and it was slightly open, allowing me to see them. I could see that the guys had locked it with a chain. I could just run past them and go outside but…but something inside of me made me stop for them. Maybe it was the way they screamed at me – giving me direction. I don’t know.
 
The Rabid was coming closer, and I had to think of what to do. I wanted that gun.
 
Suddenly I wasn’t scared. Suddenly I was inspired – I played enough zombie survival games to know what to do – I just had to apply it all to this life now. I needed that thing’s gun – he wasn’t going to need it anymore, and thanks to Dad, I knew what to do with it.
 
Gulping air, I thought desperately. I did my awkward slide on the floor, and in doing so, effectively tripped up the sprinting Rabid. He somersaulted over me, hit the concrete floor with a splatter of grunting noise. The women screamed at me to kill it and help them. I was struggling to breathe, to think of what to do to kill it. I didn’t know how to. It wiggled and turned, snarling incoherent things that may have been words, and it looked at the women that were just barely visible within the small space they’d managed to create with pulling at the door.
 
My mind went blank. I looked at the Rabid, then at them. Despite my earlier bravado, I just didn’t know what to do when it came to actually killing the thing. My knife wasn’t going to do shit – my Fubar -!
 
I remembered my Fubar. I jerked it from my belt loop, breathed several times in this panicky fashion, then worked up enough nerve to charge. It looked away from the women to look at me with those red/black eyes, snarling something that could have been curse words or words of discovery. When it charged at me, I drew my arm back in a wide swing and connected with the thing’s face. It only knocked it off course. The heaviness of the tool and my own awkward momentum sent me spinning, and I lost my balance, landing hard on my knees. I’d connected, though, the thing’s face shifted to one side. It was so gross, I was absolutely disgusted. I retched as I rose, struggling to regain strength to hit it again. 
 
I missed horribly, but it stumbled. I brought the Fubar down on the back of its head, and it hit the concrete floor with a splatter of congealed blood and gore. I screamed as I brought my Fubar up and slammed the wrench side down against the back of its skull. It was so disgusting how easy this demolition tool shattered human bone and brain to make this really slippery, cracking sound.
 
I retched again, tried to barf – but it was only the water I’d drank earlier that I let loose. It mixed with the gore splattered on the floor. My head was buzzing, my face was hot, and I was thisclose to passing out from the extreme grossness of it all. Until the ladies screaming at me caught my attention. Dizzily, I returned my attention to them, stumbled to them as I dragged my Fubar with me. My hair was a huge mess, I had watery vomit all over my face, probably snot dangling from my nose – I was not an awesome heroine. I would be self-conscious about it later. 
 
I realized I’d killed the zombie – it was motionless on the floor. And I had more than enough time to help the ladies that were screaming at me to hurry up. I used the pry side of my Fubar between the latch of the door and the chain that was hooked to a hastily drilled ‘eye’ that kept the chain in place. I told them to push the door while I used all my strength to pull the Fubar downwards, metal protesting as the ‘eye’ started to budge. Once they realized I was actually doing something, they all got into pushing at the door, grunting and straining as I was.
 
I heard shouts from the other end of the warehouse, and looked over to see a couple of guys booking it towards us. They were bloodstained and furious looking. The ‘eye’ stopped moving, and my pry bar slipped. I stumbled as I lost my balance, and then jammed the bar back into the space I’d created between door and metal and tried again. They were able to open the door enough for one skinny chick to crawl out. Then another. The chain loosened. There were three of them left, and one of them was trying to wedge herself between that narrow space we’d made available. The guys grew closer, and the two that had freed themselves had just discovered what had happened to the Exit door. The one that was stuck was crying and straining to get her hips unstuck.
 
Panicked, I dropped my hold on my Fubar, slammed down atop of the killed zombie, and found the handgun I’d seen. I remembered the safety button – I flicked it, and lifted it, familiar with the weight and feel of such a weapon in my hands. I aimed at the men that were coming to complete stops, looking stunned to see me armed. The women were screaming again. Metal creaked and protested, and from the corner of my eye, that girl managed to emerge from where she was caught.
 
I heard the heavy sound of a metal bar hitting the concrete floor, and looked over to see that the other two had managed to get the door open. They disappeared into the night, and movement at the corner of my eye told me the men were sprinting forward again. The remaining women behind the previously unlocked door managed to get out, and the men shouted angrily. They weren’t going to stop. I guess from the shaking and awkward positioning of my hands, they knew I would miss shooting them. They were chancing that to get to me.
 
So I depressed the trigger, still unprepared for the recoil. It bounced in my hands, and in my haste to rebalance it, grip it properly, I didn’t see one of the chicks crawling up from the floor, totally focused on the open door. When I fired again, I shot her point blank in the temple as she rose to run for freedom.
 
I was stunned. Stunned. I dropped the gun, losing focus of the world as I looked down at the chick I’d accidently killed. She dropped down into the concrete floor with a stiff motion. I heard my own short breath, my own thudding heartbeat – my hands were curled, as if they still held the gun. She lay in an awkward position, bleeding horrendously onto the floor. Her mascara’d eyes were wide open, but her mouth was set to one side. Bonelessly. She had been a pretty blond with a loud voice, and now she was dead by my own hands. This situation was different from those I’d left behind – this was by my own hand.
 
I felt force against my cheek like some blinding power, and I went flying. I hit the concrete completely unprepared to catch myself, vision momentarily graying. Someone hit me. Hit me hard enough to send me onto the floor, and, for a moment, I wondered if I’d been somehow shot as well. Tears built and spilled, and I couldn’t catch my breath. I hadn’t ever been hit like that before. I looked up as the two guys looked over the zombie – one of them had the gun – and the other kicked the woman onto her back. Her arms were stiff as they resettled over her own chest and stomach, and they were bewildered as to how this had happened.
 
Dazedly, I looked around. The Exit door was open, and the other ladies had left without a second look back. Bitches.
 
I looked up when one of the men marched over and kicked me hard in the stomach. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t make a sound as my body did its own thing; curling in on itself, turning away from the infliction. My face throbbed and my stomach felt as if it had met my spine. It felt broken. They were saying stuff, but I didn’t even know what – my head was in such a jumble. For some desperate and unknown reason, I tried to crawl away. As if they’d let me go. Fingers entangled into my hair and yanked me back so hard that my neck felt broken. I didn’t even want to stretch out because my stomach felt so weird, but my body did it anyway as they yanked me to my feet. I couldn’t catch my balance, and they were yelling and screaming at me, as if I would get what they were saying.
 
I get that they were pissed about the ladies being let go, but c’mon.
 
I hit the floor on my knees while they cursed and hollered, kicked the bodies of the two nearby. Spittle dripped to the floor while my mouth opened, my body trying to retch – sound or breath, it couldn’t decide. I looked at them through my bangs – I recognized one as a stower, another as a forklift operator. I’d smiled and exchanged pleasantries with these men only hours earlier. 
 
How much time had passed since the fire alarms had been set off to chaos?
 
One of my hands rested upon my cheek – it was throbbing and already swelling. I was shocked that someone would lay their fists on me the way that they had. I hadn’t expected or experienced this type of violence on me. I only saw it on tv. I think I was bawling – or trying to. I wasn’t even sure if I was still breathing.
 
“What’d you do that for?” one of them hollered at me, arms spread. “We’re trying to help you!”
 
Even in the midst of my shattered coherency, I knew that was a lie.
 
They shouted some expletives and curses, until one raced to the Exit. He looked out, gave a disgusted shake of his head, kicked the metal. “She’s the only one!” he exclaimed angrily.
 
The one with my gun shoved it into the back of his jeans and hollered something over his shoulder. Jeff and another man were walking back, and they looked pissed. The other guy strode away from the door, gesturing wildly and saying something. Words were exchanged – shouts, because of the distance. I wondered if Harley had somehow survived.
 
Something screamed outside the open Exit door, and I was the only one to hear it. It didn’t sound human. It was because of that sound that I stilled, tensed as I wondered what would come through that doorway. Seeing that men were busy shouting at each other, I searched the floor for my Fubar. I could breathe a little, now, tight gulps that weren’t satisfying. I found my weapon nearby. I stretched and pulled it to me, slowly rising to my knees, struggling for bigger gulps of air. That scream was closer, this time. A weird combination of vibration and yodeling. It wasn’t human. An alien?
 
But it was my way out.
 
I booked it. I didn’t care how much I hurt, or that something was coming up to the doorway. I went to the door because I didn’t want to be the only female trapped in this hellhole with a bunch of guys. They shouted and scrambled, and I willed my short legs to run faster. Cold air bit me immediately as I stepped outside, and the scream was louder. It was still nighttime – though the horizon was starting to lighten slightly.
 
I saw this lumbering black shadow against black once I raced outside, stumbling in the soft dirt. I turned away from it, and stumbled towards the pavement. The thing screamed, and it was very loud. But I didn’t look back. I ran blindly to get away from all of them.
 
I didn’t want to be trapped with those men. That one want was stronger than my fear of the things walking around outside, of possible Rabid lingering in the parking lot. I ran, and the ground shook as something immense hurried after me. I heard the dirt splay under its tremendous weight, and I felt the vibration through my legs with each step. It breathed heavy, and it growled low – a weird sort of growl. It almost did sound like it was saying ‘hunger’ – I wondered if Harley was still alive.
 
I found the pavement, the street that would take one to the home improvement store, and to the paint place beyond that. For some reason, I wanted to make it to Walmart. I ran straight for it, knowing that something was chasing me, still unknown to me because I didn’t look back. People who always looked back at their pursuers always fell in movies and died extreme deaths, so I didn’t dare look back. It was cold – I sucked it in, and it hurt my lungs. I coughed as I ran, the Fubar extremely heavy in my two hands. I wondered if the ladies had made it, and from the corner of my eye saw someone maneuvering through the parking lot through my left. I didn’t look long to see if it was one of them, or someone else. It was just a shape.
 
I heard multiple gunshots behind me, growing faint – screams of humans. The ground continued to thump until I realized that another tall, dark shape was planning on intercepting me from the parking lot. Underneath the lights that illuminated the spread, I saw my first Alien.
 
It was over eight feet tall, with a hunched back. It had thick, long arms, bulging with an absurd amount of muscle. A tubular style face with a maw that looked exactly as Harley described – wide open from jaw to chest, like a sagging mouth made of a plastic bag. Its legs were tree trunks, but stubby for its frame. Its feet were shaped circular, like an elephants’ – only with extending claws. Its eyes glimmered wetly – they were round and beady, possibly black. A moment after processing these features, I realized I’d already seen them – they were the same style as the massive robot that had taken down the wall, minus the four arms.
 
It opened its mouth to scream at me, and the one behind me screamed in response. It was so high-pitched that I clamped my hands over my ears as I ran – the Fubar bounced against my ear and caused it to hurt terribly. I stumbled, but I picked up my pace and continued to run. The things weren’t that fast, but they were catching up to me. 
 
I dropped my clamp over my ears and made a sharp left, into the dirt leading to the parking lot. This caused both creatures to stop their pursuit, to turn as well. It was an awkward sort of turn, their bodies lurching to the side as they struggled to align themselves into the turn. Their framework worked to my advantage, because it gave me time to sprint and continue towards Walmart. By the time they were turned, I was already in the parking lot. I was going to make it.
 
: :
 
I entered the superstore from the cart entrance. Carts were overturned, groceries scattered. I bypassed it all and ran into the store. Bodies laid here and there – small ones that made me look away instantly. The store was very bright, but everything was out of line, scattered. As if people had raided the store and destroyed it purposefully. Clothes lay everywhere, food scattered. Aisles misaligned. Money lay here and there. Rows of food were fallen, toppled over each other like dominoes. The creatures outside screamed in outrage, and I remembered Harley saying they ushered the Rabid to do their bidding. So I needed to find a hiding spot before they overwhelmed the place. Maybe find someplace high to climb.
 
My eye was swelling – no, my cheek. My vision was growing obscured, and I touched it with the hand holding tightly onto the Fubar. It was swollen considerably, mooning against that eye. 
 
I raced through the clothing aisle and headed for the garden section. I knew where I was going to hide. The bins holding garden and outside stuff were high, and I was now confident of my climbing skills. Once there, I settled the Fubar back into my belt loop, and took a few moments to examine the set-up. The bins were exactly like the ones at my workplace, only two stories smaller. It would do.
 
Not long after I’d settled in between bags of wood pellets, managing to pull a couple of bags over me, the Rabid stormed into the store. Screeching, snarling, tossing things aside in their haste to find me. I watched from underneath the bag, barely able to breathe under a combined weight of 80 pounds, as they sprinted through the aisles. None of them looked up. None of them really looked down either. They were focused on a point ahead of them, and shifted like some animal flock when someone veered out of place. It was weird watching them move as they did – like they really didn’t have too much control of themselves.
 
I don’t know how long I laid there, watching them canvas the store, but they left as one flock out the doors they’d come in. Just as sudden as they came, they were gone. None lingered. 
 
I waited, giving myself time before I could relax. I pushed a bag off me awkwardly, and the strain in my arm was an odd strain for such a weird movement. I don’t know if everything had finally caught up to me, but that stupid movement made me bawl. I cried hard and ugly – mouth open, eyes tightly shut, neck straining – I cried over that stupid girl I shot, over the violence done to me, that I’d lost my car keys, that I was not with my parents, that Earth had been invaded and I was all alone.
 
Spittle dribbled over my chin, and my cheeks were wet with tears. I bawled like no one could hear me, uncaring at that moment. I hadn’t cried like this since I was a kid, bullied by this stupid older girl in eighth grade. At my age, I was crying like some frustrated toddler. The sound echoed in the empty store, made it louder. I was absolutely defenseless if something walked in on me. But I didn’t care. I just cried.
 
: :
 
            I don’t know how much time had passed by the time I opened heavily swollen eyes. It took a few minutes for things to come back to me. I must’ve fell asleep. My body was so stiff, so freakin’ sore that I didn’t want to move. My eye was completely swollen shut. I touched it tenderly, and felt the abnormal swelling extending from underneath my eye, to over my cheek. I wondered if something was broken there. Couldn’t imagine what.
 
            My stomach freaking ached. It hurt. I couldn’t breathe very well because of it. My scalp hurt, from where that guy grabbed my hair. Everything hurt - ! 
 
            I lifted my head from the pellet bag – the store was still completely empty. Brightly lit. Nothing moved. I couldn’t hear anything beyond the hum of electricity. But judging from the broken doors nearby, it was daylight coming in through the broken glass. I wondered what the world looked like, now.
 
            Slowly, my body protesting, I rose from my splayed position. I was cold – my skin was cold to the touch. As in response to this observation, I started to shiver. 
 
            Somehow, despite my aches and pains, I managed to crawl down from my position. Things had to be done.
 
            Some time later, I was in the women’s bathroom scowling at my black eye. It was a hideous purple color, my eye swollen to a thin slit. My vanity ordered semblance, and I’d spent a cautious amount of time searching the fallen racks for warm clothes. Matching ones, of course. Thermals, better shoes. Thicker socks. My tactical vest atop of the crewneck, the girlish camouflage jacket I’d found, with fake fur lining the roomy hood. I was washing up in the bathroom, listening for any noises – left my hair down because my scalp ached so much to put it back up. I had hair ties underneath the gloves I wore, because I’d need them later, when it stopped hurting. I’d even found time to straighten out my bangs – had to reluctantly leave the straightening iron here, because I doubted I’d find some convenient outlet where I was going.
 
            Now I was looking at my reflection with an opened package of facial cleanser and makeup wipes at my disposal. I packed those in my vest pockets. I loved my vest. I’d found some ties and straps used to tie things down in truck beds that I used to carry my Fubar with; a sling across my back, easily maneuvered in case I needed it quick. I had on a new pair of jeans with my knife retied to my thigh. I still looked pretty awesome, like I knew what I was doing.
 
            Fifteen minutes later, I added the last of my mascara, and dumped the new tube into the makeup pouch I was going to take with me. There was nothing happening in this world that allowed me to let myself go during a zombie apocalypse. I was always a vain person, and that wasn’t going to die just because millions of people probably were. I was getting to Reno as pretty as possible, no matter how stupid it looked or seemed to anybody else.
 
            …if I ever met anybody else.
 
            I blinked at my newly done face and attempted to fix my hair so that I at least looked a little more attractive. I dumped my makeup pouch into the messenger bag I’d found in one of the abandoned aisles and slung that around me as well. I struggled for a few minutes with the fleece lined blanket I knew would help keep me warm by stuffing into the back of my vest, atop of my jacket. The messenger bag had some water and food in it, and a set of car keys. I was going to go outside and find the car they belonged to. It had a key remote on it, so things were looking up for me.
 
            It was mid-afternoon when I stepped outside cautiously. I didn’t venture out from the doorway just yet – I looked for any sign of Rabid or alien, and saw nothing. It was so freaking quiet. Nothing moved. The parking lot was empty and still, and the cold was biting and unforgiving. It made me cringe as the wind swept through, making the bag in the trashcan nearby rattle.
 
            Seeing nothing out of the ordinary – save for the general emptiness – I lifted the set of keys and aimed at the parking lot. I depressed the ‘unlock’ button of the remote, and strained to hear the telltale signal of an unlocking vehicle. I saw the flash of lights of a red car nearby, and depressed it again. It signaled to me that it was alert and ready.
 
            I hesitated at that moment. I don’t know why – just listening to the unnatural silence and observing the stillness of a town that, just yesterday, was bustling with activity, made me feel lost. Alone. I wasn’t used to being alone. If it wasn’t my parents I was talking to, it was the unknown voices over Xbox Live – where I lowered my voice to talk as ‘the gay dude with a gay voice – but still a dude’. I lived in Reno, near the Mount Rose elementary school, on Mark Twain. Plenty of people abound. Always surrounded by people. To not have any around was just…it made me feel like the only person in the world.
 
            I felt overwhelmed. And hungry. I went back inside to look for something to eat.
 
: :
 
I flipped the last page of an MMA magazine and dusted my hands off. I drank the last of my Rockstar – still cold – and belched loudly. It echoed throughout the store, and I laughed at myself. I had plugged in a microwave I’d found in the houseware section and had warmed up some pizzas, of which I enjoyed with my Rockstar. I felt like I hadn’t eaten in days.
 
            I was ready to go, now. Hit I-80 and attempt to make it to Reno in my newly acquired Chevy Aveo. I couldn’t wait to get home and find my parents. I pulled on my new pair of sunglasses – my cheek/eye area still so tender, despite the ibuprofen I’d taken – and headed cautiously outside. The clock above the bathrooms said it was nearly two – I had to get to Reno before it got dark. I didn’t want whatever else was out there to catch me in the dark halfway there. I didn’t want to be abandoned on the freeway, with nothing around me – I was afraid of the wildlife. I heard coyotes eat people.
 
            I let the car warm up, rubbing my hands together. It was really cold outside, and I turned the heater on full blast. Looking at the Superstore, I wondered once more if I should take a gun. But after what happened with that chick this morning, I really didn’t want to. Not like something like that would happen again, but I just…didn’t feel confident around guns. 
            
            I looked around me – there was no sign of any movement anywhere, no creatures, no massive motherships cruising the skies. I looked back at the place where I used to work. I hoped those men were dead. After all that trouble, those bitches I’d rescued better have survived. I’d be so pissed if they didn’t. I looked at my eye again in the rearview mirror, having to turn it to do so.
 
            In doing so, the guy behind me gave a start at being discovered, and I stared because I wasn’t expecting to see him. He rushed to the door as I slammed the gearshift into Reverse. The doors had locked automatically when I did so, and he fumbled with the handle as I jerked backward. He was one of the guys from back there, and I wanted away from him.  I was grateful he hadn’t caught me off guard while I was in the store.
 
            He had to let go of the car as I backed out, and even after I tried to run him over, he managed to get away. I frowned at him as I took off, tires screeching slightly as I took a turn too fast. That small event had my blood pumping, and I was extremely nervous as I guided the car towards the stoplights nearby. I still scanned the area for people.
 
            In the McDonald’s parking lot, Rabid flocked in a weird sprinting motion between cars. I wondered what they were chasing. After what had happened, I didn’t feel like being a hero to anybody else. I touched my eye, and cruised through the red light, my blinker ticking away merrily. There were cars abandoned here and there, and a semi-truck had driven completely over this sedan in the other lane. Clothes, various items laid scattered on the streets. I managed to get the car through the pile-up near the freeway on-ramp, and once I got up there, saw the abandoned line of vehicles on the road.
 
            I cruised to a stop, put the car in park. There were trucks in the middle of the lane; doors opened, abandoned. Various other vehicles were left either on the side of the road, or parked neatly in line in long stretches. 
 
            I heaved a huge sigh – I-80 near Fernley never looked so used, so full. There was a huge pile-up somewhere that had caused this situation before me, and there was no way I was going to take this vehicle through that chaos. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. I had to take another route. I thought instantly of West Fernley, and then the Indian reservation that had another freeway on- and off-ramp. It couldn’t be that hard to drive out there, find the on-ramp, and hopefully bypass the pile up somehow.
 
            Mind made up, I turned the car around, and went back down the on-ramp and made it back onto Fernley’s main street.
 
: :
 
            I abandoned the car near the rest area not that far from Fernley. The freeway was piled with too many abandoned cars. So much for taking a car back to Reno. I started walking, thinking I’d just settle for the night in a vehicle when it got too dark. Just hunker down with my supplies, weapon, blanket, and hoped nothing looked in the windows. It was so freaking cold that I had my hood up, and I was considering dragging out the blanket I’d stuffed within my vest.
 
            Nothing moved. There were so many abandoned cars that stretched for miles, beyond Painted Rock. Around that bend were probably more. I had to consider that this entire freeway was cluttered with vehicles left behind. But it made me wonder – what made people leave their vehicles in such haste? Did they look up at some point during the night, and see whatever it was that that man had seen, when he left the building? Were those things still around?
 
            I stuffed the ends of my hair into my jacket, as they kept whipping my face.  I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets, and despite the fact that I was wearing gloves, my fingers were still cold. I walked briskly, taking the pace I would if I were picking at work. I yearned for some company. It felt so weird being by myself. Surely there were people still around – I couldn’t be the only one left in this world! There had to be others like me, needing to get to Reno, needing to get home.
 
            I walked until the sun disappeared behind some mountains. I’d just barely reached Derby Dam when it happened. The lines of empty cars stretched on beyond my sight. I stared at the bends in the valley ahead and felt completely exhausted. The wind was picking up, and a dog barked in the distance. I couldn’t see it, and the sound seemed to echo, so I didn’t really know where it was. Hopefully it was friendly.  Hell, I’ll take its company if I could find it.
 
            I had to look for some cover. A reliable vehicle with darkly tinted windows. Hopefully with keys inside, so I could use the heater. A motorized sound made me still – I thought I was hearing things until I realized that the sound I was hearing were moving vehicles. 
 
            I turned, scanning the line of cars. I saw dust flying from down the hill, near the train tracks. My heart felt like it was going to burst when I saw the military Humvees. I was instantly filled with hope and life and exaltation because the military was here. They were safety, home base! I could hop in with them, and they’d be useful with guns, and get me to where I needed to go. 
            
            I maneuvered through the line of cars and waved my arms, running off the crowded freeway to catch their attention. I felt so freaking relieved when one of them in the lead vehicle waved back and signaled that they were pulling over to get me.





  
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
 
 
There were five vehicles. These armed soldiers had other civilians with them – shell-shocked people in various states of dress, some wrapped in ugly grey blankets. Their voices were loud when they greeted me, and the vehicle that allowed me in was driven by a guy blasting rock from portable speakers. They had four other civilians in the back. As the female soldier helped me in, I immediately recognized one.
 
“Oh man, how awesome, you made it!” Harley exclaimed, practically yanking me into the vehicle to make me sit by him. The soldier shut the doors, rapped on the ceiling. Told me to buckle up while at the same time helping me remove my Fubar as I struggled with it. Before I could answer Harley, I had to thank her for helping me. She looked at my weapon with some amusement before giving it back and taking a seat near the driver and passenger.
 
“I was hoping you got away,” Harley continued, looking at me with wide eyes and a big grin. It looked like he’d made a trip to Walmart, too. I remembered seeing the mechanic’s jacket in the men’s section. But I saw the collar of the Halo shirt I’d given him peeking out from his flannel. He also had a gun I remembered seeing in the hunting section sitting across his lap, along with the backpack he’d loaded in the warehouse. This guy was a survivor, I guess. Just like me. I felt better, now, just seeing him. 
 
I removed my sunglasses, and he winced. “I did. After this happened.”
 
“Ooh, ouch…oh, that looks…do you need ice?” he asked.
 
Before I answered, I looked at the others. There was an older man sitting across from us, wearing flannel pjs. A high school student with scene hair, tight skinny jeans and an Elmo sweater. A portly woman in a nurse’s uniform. All of them exhausted, shocked and trying not to pay too much attention to us. The girl had been crying – her makeup streaked down her plump cheeks. I wondered if I should share my removal wipes to her, then remembered Harley asking me a question.
 
“Oh, I iced it back there. I took some ibuprofen, too. Did you, like, run into those chicks anywhere?” I asked. The rock music being blasted up front was a background to the driver’s screechy voice as he sung along. Looking at the soldiers, while fully decked out in uniform, they looked cheered and upbeat. They spoke loudly over the running motor, bad music and the repeated thumps as tires rotated over railroad ties. I bounced uncomfortably in my seat and realized why the women had their arms crossed over their chests.
 
“After that, I didn’t see anybody else,” he muttered. I wondered how he survived. “I thought they got to you. But when I finally got in there, they were fighting amongst each other. One of them had a gun. I left when the Rabid caught up.”
 
“I was able to get that gun. But then I dropped it…” I trailed off. I didn’t want to talk about what I did. I clutched tightly onto my vest.
 
“The cop, right? I wanted to get it so bad, but things were moving way too fast.” Harley looked at me again. Winced. “Is that…is that your only injury?”
 
My scalp hurt. My stomach hurt. I had various aches and pains all over and my knees were hurting. My feet were sore from walking miles in new shoes. I had blisters. I was cold. I think I had to pee, now. But I didn’t want to say all that. I shrugged and nodded.
 
He looked relieved. Seriously, what was he going to do if I said all that? He looked at the others, and smiled at them. The girl smiled back. The old man huffed and stared out the windshield. The bench seats were crammed so close together that my own knees pressed against the seat ahead of me. The female soldier laughed suddenly to some joke we didn’t hear, and her buddy looked as if he remembered they had other people in their vehicle. He climbed onto the seat between the old man and his comrade, lifting his sunglasses from his face so that we could look directly into his face.
 
I think I fell in love at that moment. He was very handsome – and from the shape of his face and neck, very muscled and manly. My loins may have quivered, but it had to be from the constant vibration the vehicle was making with the railroad ties. Bright blue eyes, thick, high arches of eyebrow, cheeks plump with too many protein shakes and manliness – a tight smile that suggested his bulk was muscle, not fat. Jesus, I didn’t want to be obvious, but this guy made me very happy I was where I was. I quickly ran my fingers through my hair, fixing it hastily to look a little put together. Hoped nothing was smeared as I ran my fingertips around my eyes, satisfied that things were still in place. I think Harley rolled his eyes, but I wasn’t looking directly at him to be sure.
 
“Hey guys, just to let ya’ll know, “ he had to practically shout to be heard, and his breath smelled like the minty gum that was visible as he spoke, “we’re cruising it at forty miles an hour. We probably won’t reach Reno until, like, later tonight. Once the ships come out, we have to camp somewhere in Mustang. We’re probably going to take a detour through Virginia City just to get around the mess on the freeway. Creep into the city from the side.”
 
“Ridiculous,” the old man cut in sharply. I managed to look away from handsome soldier boy to glare at him for the interruption. “Why not drive into Sparks? Into Wingfield Springs from the mountains? These vehicles, they are equipped for off-road, aren’t they?”
 
“They are, but we’re headed to Carson,” he said, and he said it in a way that suggested he’d said this before. “There are emergency camps set up where I said we’ll hit, and we’re dropping all of you off with one of them. Once you’re situated in those camps, we’re on our way. Sparks is out of the question. It was pummeled, man. All of Reno and Sparks was pummeled. The freeways are destroyed, so we have to use the side roads.”
 
I stilled. No way. Why would aliens take time out of their Earth-conquering lives to pummel a small city like Reno? Home of the thousand casinos, quickie divorces, scummy outdoor festivals? I felt panic touch me, inch its way to my throat. My parents had to be okay. They just had to be -! God…I hope they didn’t try to use the freeway.
 
He looked at me, then winced. Snapped his gum. “Want some ice? Hey, Sandy, got some ice for that?” he then asked before I could answer, referring to the chick in uniform.
 
“Yeah, I – girl, what the hell?” Sandy then asked, removing her sunglasses to look at me with bright hazel eyes. She had freckles all over the place, and her lips were huge – but I already decided she was a good person because she was in uniform. “You get that from an infected?”
 
“Rabid,” Harley interrupted. He looked proud to have spoken up and said, “We named them Rabid. Because it’s almost as if they got rabies.”
 
“You ran into them?” the nurse asked, speaking up suddenly and looking at us. I noticed that this information had grabbed everyone’s attention. “Is that why you’re…armed?”
 
 “Hey, what?” the driver hollered, wanting to be included. He turned his music down. We were finally nearing USA Parkway.
 
“These two ran into the infected!” the passenger – I looked at his namebadge. His last name was Benson. The driver had to adjust his rearview to look at us.
 
“You…you guys haven’t?” I asked, looking at them with rising trepidation. The other survivors chimed in with their encounters.
 
“Nah, man, not yet!” Benson shouted over raised voices and shared stories, while Sandy recovered and bent down to rummage underneath her seat. “We only got the reports! We didn’t see anything but the footage of the bombing!”
 
It didn’t make sense that alien invaders would storm Earth to destroy hickville towns like Fernley, and scummy places like Reno. 
 
Sandy had already snapped and activated an ice pack, and handed it to me. As I held it to my eye gingerly, Harley looked as if he were going to help in some way, so I gave him a dirty look to make him back off. Benson observed this while Sandy put the First-Aid kit away.
 
“Are you guys together?” he asked curiously.
 
“We’re co-workers,” Harley said, before I could. “We worked at the same place when the Rabid started…eating people.”
 
“How could you guys have not seen them, yet?” I asked, bewildered to that. “They were everywhere. It started from people hacking up a lung to just – tearing other people apart.”
 
“The aliens were guiding them to do this,” Harley interrupted quickly. I looked at him with annoyance, but I guess I didn’t seem so threatening with an icepack over my face, because he kept talking. “They were ushering the Rabid to attack.”
 
“Huh,” Benson said, Sandy hearing the last of this and snapping her own gum. “So, this place…what was this place you guys worked?”
 
Harley told him. Then he added, “It was pretty crazy.”
 
“I was expecting to be laid off, soon, not eaten,” I muttered. Benson looked at me, then down at the Fubar on my lap.
 
“That’s a wicked weapon, girl,” he said with a grin, amused at the thought of me wielding it. “But you’re way too beautiful to have gone through all that trouble, so it looks like I’ll be watching over you personally from now on…”
 
I fought the urge to blush and preen. Harley shifted beside me with an impatient wiggle and said, “So am I coming to understand that she and I are the only ones that encountered them? What’d you mean by bombing?”
 
“The cities were bombed last night, early morning, by these ships. By the time the space agencies caught wind of their arrival, they’d already broken through the atmosphere,” Sandy supplied. She was a ginger-blonde – it was all tucked underneath her helmet. I had no idea what branch these guys hailed from, their various colored badges bright against decorations of black and blue. From the naval base? But wouldn’t that mean they’re sailors? How did that work on land bases? “They shut down all communications satellites.  No cellphones, no Internet. Countries couldn’t contact each other to warn each other. They started from both coasts and worked their way in. Millions were either killed or missing by the time we headed out from base.”
 
“What ba –“ I tried to ask, but Harley interrupted again. Probably if I elbowed him, I’d cause some serious internal injury, so I resisted. 
 
“So then how are you people handling this?”
 
“Evacuating civilians, for one. We’re to rendezvous in previously designated areas here in Northern Nevada, camps set up for statewide disasters following this year’s terrorist attacks,” Benson supplied. 
 
“Do you guys know how to defeat them?” he asked, and all of us waited for the answer.
 
Benson looked uncomfortable, looking at Sandy. She didn’t know what to say either, and I hope that the powers beyond these two had a better answer than a shrug.
 
Harley sat back, a heavy exhale leaving him. The old guy started to complain over a lack of answer, so the two turned to answer him and each other. The driver had finally turned his bad music off and was straining to pay attention to the tracks and to us. He looked as young as they did. A bad feeling hit me, then, and I lowered the ice pack to my lap and tried to calm myself down.
 
“We’ll be okay with these guys, at least they have the bigger guns,” Harley said to me, and his breath smelled of gummy bears. He squinted at me, and I wondered if this was a normal thing for him. “You can get to your parents’ faster. Maybe they were evacuated into one of the stations they’re going to drop us off at. Where did you say you lived?”
 
I told him.
 
His eyes searched my face, apparently noticing that I’d cleaned myself up. He smiled in amusement – I had to admit, he did have this goofy sweet smile. One that made me smile back, and it grew awkward once I realized that the examination had turned into something else. I made myself look away at that time, feeling it weird that there was a Moment between us. I just barely got to know the guy’s name. 
 
I played with my bangs while he looked away quickly, examining his rifle in a way that told me he was already familiar with it. I glanced over, wondering where he kept his ammo. Just looking at the gun made me sick all of a sudden, recalling vividly what had happened earlier. I felt so insecure of myself handling another gun. After all that had happened with that 9mm, I knew I wasn’t going to feel good with another one in my hands. I could ‘feel’ the recoil and weight of the gun in my hands, something that made me wipe my hands hastily on my jeans legs.
 
“Are you okay?” Harley then asked, ever so helpful. He shifted to pull his backpack up onto his lap. “I have some food, here.”
 
“Hey, I’m really hungry,” the girl finally spoke up, making us both look at her. She escaped her seat next to the nurse, wiggled in front of me to sit on the other side of Harley. She smiled up at him while he rummaged in his pack for something to give to her. He got all friendly with her – asking her her name, how she was doing, yadda, yadda, yadda. I grew bored with the interaction and looked out the windshield. We were approaching USA Parkway. The other vehicles in front of us were rumbling, jumping all over the place on the tracks. 
 
Seeing the freeway on the hill above us was a different site. But I saw flashes of color, reflections of glass, and knew that it was just as abandoned as it was back there. I was never going to make it to Reno in that car. And it would have taken me hours, days on foot to negotiate. I wondered if there were more people wandering up there, trying to flag us down.
 
Benson returned to looking at us, asked for one of Harley’s oatmeal cakes. He ate it cheerfully, and I admired the thickness of his throat. I had to look away from this man-boy to control my deviant urges to jump his bones in front of everybody.
 
“SHIPS!” the driver screamed above all the noise, and the Humvee shifted suddenly. After I was able to regain my balance, grabbing onto the back of the bench seat, I saw multiple flying objects zooming over our heads. I couldn’t exactly see what they were, but something rattled underneath the vehicle so violently that most of us bumped our heads against the ceiling. The soldiers were scrambling to arm themselves – the vehicle in front of us had swerved off the tracks and was taking a frantic chance to make it across the river – water splashed and mud spewed, and we were suddenly taking the same route.
 
The girl screamed as gunfire exploded loudly over our heads – I couldn’t even see who was shooting and where at, because Benson was shoving my head down onto the seat, Harley doing the same to the girl. My ears went momentarily deaf as we bounced in our seats, and gunshots continued to fire in this automatic way. Like someone was just holding that trigger in with both hands.
 
Since I couldn’t see anything, hearing the soldiers screaming at each other to take some sort of evasive action, I really really wanted out of the vehicle. I fell to the floor as we hit a particularly hard something, and something clattered and bounced next to my head. I looked at it and wondered where the gun came from. The old man grabbed it as he fell to the floor. We exchanged looks, but his was demonic. I’m sure mine just looked terrified. He rose up, pushed a window open, and started shooting – upward.
 
Trying to keep myself from vibrating underneath the seat, I clutched the metal supports of the seat in front of me, my Fubar bouncing against me and the floor. I looked up to see the roof being torn back – it looked like some sort of cloth material, and it was making this really wicked sound.
 
Cloth doesn’t sound like that, and the roof really wasn’t cloth. Something was tearing it open like it was a sardine can of sorts. Sandy was firing up through the opening, and whatever it was screamed as loudly as she did when she caught sight of it. The vehicle lurched, and for a moment, we were airborne. We all slammed to the side, and I rolled underneath the seat in front of me, my already bruised face slamming off someone’s boot. They almost stepped on me, too, as they shifted position, so I hastily pushed myself back. Only this peculiar situation caused me great discomfort, with my head bouncing off the floor and the seat above me. I hollered because I couldn’t do anything else.
 
My Fubar slid past me, and I captured it with one hand, gunfire spraying the open air – it was really cold out. I managed to push myself back to the back seat, just in time to see the creature as it revealed itself – a leaner, longer version of the aliens I’d seen in the parking lot. Long arms, with longer claws, with glowing yellow eyes and what looked to be antennae atop of its tubular shaped head. It screeched, shifted aside the roof it had just finished prying open, and tossed it aside like it was some ruined toy. It reached in after balancing itself – its hide, some desert-colored display, was bouncing and vibrating. The soldiers were shooting at it, and nothing was happening to it. I couldn’t see who it’d grabbed, someone giving a maddened shout. It was the old man with the gun and he was shooting at the creature with these unintelligible words. Might’ve been another language, but I was so scared I couldn’t even concentrate properly. The alien tossed the man through the air like a toy, and then reached in again with a maniacal screech. This time it was pulling at the nurse, but both Sandy and Benson grabbed and held tightly onto her.
 
She shrieked, clutching Sandy’s arms, desperate to escape the same fate as the old man had. Harley pushed up from his seat and used the butt of his rifle against the crook of the alien’s arm. As hard as he hit it, it still didn’t release her, and before I knew it, the girl was cramming herself next to me on the floor, sobbing huge tears of terror. More things rattled past me, and I realized that they were some supplies from my bag. My hairspray, deodorant, extra gloves…dammit, I needed my Secret! I tried to catch them, but people were stepping everywhere, and I retreated my hand in time, watching my stuff roll and bounce around our heads.
 
I struggled to catch my breath. Tried to keep my head from reacting as a ping-pong ball against both seat and floor – pushed out with a firm grasp on my Fubar. The alien was busy screaming at those that were hitting it, shooting at it, and the driver of the Humvee was screaming and jerking the wheel, so I had no sense of where we were going and what he was doing with the vehicle.
 
The nurse reached down and snagged my hair, so I screamed as the already sensitive area protested with painful reaction. I jerked back, and her clenched fingers left me, my hair dangling from her fists. Fuck, I was going to be bald, soon! No sooner had I registered that thought when she ensnared the hood of my jacket to continue holding on. I groped the floor for something to hang onto, caught onto what felt like the can of hairspray I’d seen earlier. I fumbled with the cap, allowed myself to be lifted from the floor as the nurse’s strength became superhuman. I twisted awkwardly in mid-lift and sprayed the contents of the can in the direction of the alien’s head. The nurse let go because I’d caught her, too.
 
The alien released the lady with a pained screech, and to keep the thing from reaching or looking at me, I sprayed it again – it reacted with these awkward coughs and swipes of its head as the chemicals burned the sensitive features of its face.
 
I jerked away, scrambled to get away from its swiping claws, threw the can of hairspray at it - but it was hard to escape within that tight, confined space. I thought I was going to be thrown in the same direction as the old man had, hollering with panic. Benson lunged forward, curled a manly arm around my waist to keep that from happening – I tried not to swoon.
 
He jammed the barrel of his gun into the creature’s open, coughing mouth, and fired repeatedly. At the same time, he was hurling me back down into the Humvee, where I crashed ungracefully back down to the floor. The thing screamed loudly as it fell away from the vehicle, long claws raking against the insides of the ceiling before disappearing altogether. The nurse landed atop of me, and I couldn’t breathe, struggling to push her heavy weight off me.
 
The Humvee lurched again, and I recognized that we were on pavement. Still hearing massive explosions of gunfire and screams. Sandy and Benson were taking shots at things that kept making them spin in place, firing in vain at things we couldn’t see. Harley was atop of me, but in a way that suggested he was trying to be helpful again – the nurse had somehow crammed herself in next to the girl, and I turned onto my stomach and searched for my Fubar while he shouted in my ear that we needed to stay down!
 
I found my weapon, my deodorant, and drew them towards me – only this time the Humvee lurched into the air, and the resulting slam onto the ground had my jaw bouncing off the hard floor. I knew I bit my tongue from the taste of blood spilling into my mouth. I sputtered and spit, and grew alarmed at the sight of my own fluid on the floor. Suddenly Benson was screaming a panicked sort of scream, and because of Harley’s position, I couldn’t turn around and see what was happening. The Humvee took this wild turn, and suddenly we were airborne in a different way.
 
Time seemed to stop at that instant. Allowing me to see exactly what had happened. The driver’s upper half was missing, so he couldn’t negotiate a turn onto USA Parkway’s bridge. The Humvee in reaction had slammed into the concrete wall and had overturned – so we, the people still inside, were being sent towards the freeway below. The others looked like rag dolls, so I must, too.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
 
 
At work, I’d sometimes dump heavy objects into my totes. They dropped soundly into the tote with this small bounce; hard impact against plastic…some sort of mechanics. Anyway, this came to mind when I slammed against an unmovable surface. Flat on my back, arms flapping to a halt and my breath gone within instants. My head bounced hard, and it did a jolt upward. The sound of impact made my ears ring – or maybe it was the impact itself. I stared up at the sky in a daze – watching this humongous dark blue thing in the sky float overhead. I couldn’t hear any motors or anything – but I’d probably lost my hearing in all this ringing that was currently overwhelming my world.
 
I struggled to breathe, I struggled to comprehend that my body was absolutely hurting. My head, my neck – I wanted to stare up at the sky and zone out because everything hurt so bad. The alien ship was a massive thing – maybe two football fields put together, and expanded in the middle. It looked like a grub of sorts – a massive flying insect. There were gills flapping underneath, and it looked pretty. Orange reflecting back into neon green…took me a moment to realize that they were actually creating a light similar to the flashing I’d seen the night before.
 
Along with this fantastic sight? Another walking robot taking huge steps through the uneven formulation of the freeway. It was massive. It towered over everything, shadowing the area with its mechanical body that was desert-colored, with NFL-style armor covering its shoulders, upper torso. I gaped up at it as it negotiated the crowded freeway, crushing vehicles underfoot and following after the ships in the sky. I watched it go, cringing as one of its massive steps moved right over me. The sound of its gear-joints whispered through the chaos around me. Metal was crushed, glass shattered under its huge feet. My mouth fell open, and I watched the robot-thing continue on without hesitating through the battle it walked through. It took an athletic lunge across the river and climbed the mountain, disappearing over it – but the rumble of its footsteps continued to echo behind it. I was watching it with a geek-filled awe rather than fear, than considering any possibilities of what it was capable of.
 
Comprehension began to formulate in me. I started to become aware of other things. I stared at the bridge we’d just wrecked off, and saw the impact the Humvee had made in the concrete. I lifted my head with momentous effort, and realize that I was lying atop of a truck’s trailer - a semi-truck that had caught me before pavement could. It was luck, or something. Very slowly, as hearing started to return, I grew aware of gunfire, of screaming. 
 
I looked over to see smaller ships, triangular in shape, whipping through the air. They weren’t exactly emitting beams of light or anything – just puffs of sound. But that invisible wave sent parked cars flying. Sedans, trucks, SUVs – nothing was safe when that puff hit. Glass exploded and metal protested – beyond that, across the river, a Humvee coasted through the dirt, aflame. It’d left behind spots of fire, and there were sagebrush and people – people! – currently alit with flaming orange. 
 
I lifted up on my elbows, then remembered I wasn’t the only one in the humvee. I couldn’t see anybody else, and for a second, I thought I was the only one that survived.  I spotted my Fubar hanging by the wrench teeth to the edge of the trailer – I grabbed it, slung it behind me and ended up banging my head with it. 
 
The distance from bridge to freeway below was a big one. I heard shouting, and searched for the source – I saw hands clinging tenaciously to the edge of the trailer. Every part of me was stiff and reluctant to move – my head felt incredibly heavy and unreliable. I gurgled some noises as I was finally able to push myself into a crawl towards those hands. I managed to make it, looking over with a spinning head to see the teen, struggling to get up because it was too high for her to drop down safely. I croaked something that was supposed to be caring and concerned, and she screamed at me to pull her up.
 
 
I did so because I couldn’t rightly function any other way, and we collapsed atop of the trailer in a heap. She was breathing hard, her makeup smeared – her Elmo sweater was torn in the shoulder. She was shaking, gasping for breath – when an explosion sounded, she screamed and started crying, clutching onto the trailer with both hands. An animal reaction that I found fascinating – I was the same way. Too terrified to think.
 
I felt that we couldn’t stay atop of this thing for long. I made my way towards the front of the trailer, heading for the cab. It was a stiff jump from the trailer down, and metal bent soundly under my weight. From there was another shaky climb down to the hood, the grill and finally the pavement. My entire body was uncooperative, and it took a lot of pushing to keep me moving. The girl followed, but she tumbled off the grill and hit the ground hard.
 
It seemed to jolt her out of her terrified state. Once she was able to shake herself off, she started running down an open row of vehicles – I followed because I didn’t know what else to do. Her pants kept slipping down her hips and exposing her backside, which was distracting – visible crack in the middle of an alien attack. It was funny for some reason.
 
Huffing and puffing, terribly out of shape and hurting at every angle, I wasn’t even half the speed she was. As such, I searched for the others, stooping and crouching every so often to look under the cars. The nurse was hiding underneath a Ford truck, and I shouted at her to hurry up – she shook her head and pulled herself even further within, and when several ships zipped overhead, I didn’t stay to convince her any further. I turned and continued running.
 
I spotted Harley stumbling along, dragging Sandy. She looked all out of sorts, clutching onto him with both hands and moving awkwardly in her gear. I staggered over to help them, all of us ducking when an explosion near the bridge happened. Cars flew, glass shattered – I looked up, shrieked, and did this terrible duck and roll underneath the nearest form of cover nearby; an old Chevy with hay in the bed. It crunched downward as the Ford the nurse had been hiding under crashed atop of it, and rolled into a black Nissan next to it. Glass shattered, sprinkling the pavement and myself with a plastic-tinkle. Stunned, I stared at the undercarriage of the Ford, at the spinning tires, and then quickly rolled out from underneath the Chevy I’d hidden under. The hunk of metal was bent downwards, there was hay everywhere, but it stood proudly.
 
I looked back to see Sandy pushing back up to her feet, Harley mimicking the action, both of them looking around with stunned expressions. An alien scream made us all cringe, and I saw one of those leaner things catching sight of us. 
 
I withdrew my weapon of choice, gulping in amounts of bravado and courage when this manly person shoved me aside and I heard this low blop! that made me cringe in reaction. I know that sound – sure enough, the grenade slammed into the alien, exploding and sending it flying back. Stunned, it whipped its head from side to side as it revealed a singed chest. It staggered from side to side, slamming into various vehicles as it struggled to right itself.
 
            Benson shouldered his grenade launcher and shouted at me to go that way!, pointing off to the side. I went that way! and found it hard to do so – my body was so stiff and sore. Amidst the alien screeching, the weird puffs of sound that caused more explosions, I heard him screaming at his comrades to hurry up!, to drag him with you! 
 
            Struggling for breath, I ran down the dirt slope, catching sight of other people struggling like me. All of them looked terrified and exhausted, their legs plowing through dirt and sagebrush with desperation. The sun, as low as it was, continued to sink – I had the thought that once it did, we’d be in the clear. The aliens wouldn’t be able to see us. We were running along the river when someone toppled over, flopped into the iced waters – two people stopped running to assist, but I didn’t. I was useless in that factor, barely able to help myself.
 
            I cringed as they screamed at me to help them.
 
            Still running, I watched as a couple of men turned and headed back up to the freeway – the hill was a little too steep on this side, but I didn’t want to chance more falling cars hitting me. As more people went up, I continued along the hillside. In doing so, my legs gave out due to the positioning, and I went tumbling towards the river. My feet slapped against ice and water, and I cried aloud as I caught onto some brush hanging overhead. Cold shocked me to my bones, and I did this awkward pull and yank, forcing myself up from the river and onto the dirt. My pants clung to me, ice cold and muddy, and I crawled on all fours through the dirt, settling on that position to get me through this steep angle.
 
            Eventually I made it – things were being left behind me. There were still explosions, still faint screams of both people and aliens, still fantastic slams of vehicle on vehicle. But the further I moved, the closer the Tracy Clark plant looked - no matter that it was currently resembled a smoke-wall of sorts, a column of black coloring the sky. The river project was to my side – where they were doing a renovation of some sort to the banks, to alleviate some type of flooding situation, I’m not exactly sure –and the freeway had risen to tower overhead. I ran, I huffed and puffed – I kept stumbling over sagebrush and rocks, and I did run into a couple of people that had made it as far as I did. None of whom I recognized.
 
            All of us were mindless, running to get away.
 
: :
 
            Driven by fear, I ran until my legs gave out. I had just reached the Tracy Clark plant – but there was only smoldering flames and smoke that let me know this place had been destroyed hours earlier. I felt sick upon inhaling the fumes, but there was nothing more I could do about it.
 
            It was too dark for me to continue on without using my flashlight, and I was shivering so badly that my teeth were rattling noisily in the immense quiet. There was the sound of coyotes in the distance, but nothing else. The noises had stopped a long time ago near the USA Parkway Bridge, and when I’d looked back a few times, there was only a mountain on fire. It illuminated the area back there, and it looked to be spreading this way, so I’d crossed the freeway and was walking on the flatter side. It would catch up to me soon, so I kept walking. I wanted to stay close to the freeway, in case I caught up to other people.
 
            My pants were so cold. The guy that had flopped into the river must have been frozen to the bones.
 
            My breath was visible as I breathed - my lungs ached. I was so tired that I stumbled with every third step, ready to fall asleep at any moment. Every part of me was tired, sore, stiff – I yawned and struggled to stay awake. I’d heard of people falling asleep on their feet, but I didn’t believe one could do it until now. My mind was trying to keep me alert and awake, but my body refused to keep pace. I tilted my head up and looked up at the night sky – where all the stars twinkled brightly, brilliantly. The hot pink feathering of the Milky Way was completely visible, and I was awestruck at the quality of colors. I’d never really looked up, before.
 
            I tumbled over sagebrush I hadn’t seen in my path, and ended up laying there for a few minutes. I wanted to curl up and sleep there, but I managed to push myself into a standing position that almost made me fall again. I felt heavy with all my supplies and layers that I staggered a few times before righting myself and continuing on. My legs felt like lead, and my shoes felt useless against the dirt I plowed through.
 
            I crossed my arms tightly over my chest, my Fubar heavy and unmanageable against my back. The sling I’d constructed didn’t feel tight enough, but I didn’t want to uncurl myself to fix it. My gloves weren’t thick enough – Walmart sold faulty products. I tried to construct a strongly worded email of complaint in my tired thoughts, ready to give the execs a new hole for providing cheap things at their stores. Despite my usage of big and small words that ranged from bad English to polite cursing, I couldn’t keep my mind alert enough to add on more complaints to this imaginary letter.
 
            Everything caught up to me at once, so when I flopped once more to the ground, I didn’t bother getting back up. I curled up as best as I could and went to sleep, hoping to be woken by the sun, rather than nasty alien creatures and Rabid.
 
            It felt like I’d just fallen asleep when I was roughly hauled to my feet. Instead of firmly setting my tired stubs onto the dirt, my weight pulled forward and we both hit the ground. I didn’t bother to apologize or help the other person get up – Sandy was man enough for both of us. She cursed, climbed back up and made me get up.
 
            “We found a truck,” she said, as I blinked heavy, thick eyelids – eyelid. The other one was still swollen shut. It ached, now, as I looked around and saw that it was darker – the moon was lower. I’d slept for some time, but not enough time. I wonder how she found me. She was practically holding me aloft with one arm as she moved toward the freeway. There were three vehicles sitting in a group, heaters blasting.
 
            My selfish, black heart was glad that I didn’t see the people I’d left behind, the ones that tried to help the one from the river. But I cringed at the thought of it just the same.
 
            “Found another one!” she said as we approached, and before I could do anything, she was shoving me face first into this dually, where I had to climb and rely on her pushing hands on my ass to get me into the extended cab. I was grouped with a couple of shivering men and – yup. Harley.
 
            He patted me atop of the head to say ‘hi’, then returned to resting his head on the driver’s side passenger window. I made the man sitting next to him switch me seats. I was determined to use the one I knew as a pillow. Sandy was saying something to all of us, but I was too tired to bother listening to her. I went back to sleep with my Fubar digging into my back.
 
            When I awoke, feeling somewhat better with the rest I’d taken, the sun was extremely bright – the truck rattled, and we were driving slowly along a dirt road I didn’t recognize. Sandy was sitting in the front passenger seat, her un-helmeted head resting against the inside crook of her arm, which was holding tightly onto the panic handle above the window. The driver was another soldier, who was snapping his gum noisily while the person sitting between them struggled to maintain balance to rest his head on Sandy’s shoulder. Harley was still sleeping, and when I left my head, I saw that I’d drooled on him. I patted on it absently, and looked over at the other two men. They were just as dead-tired, and were sleeping as best as they could.
 
            I winced at the taste in my mouth, and realized that I was sweaty. But it felt so good to be warm again. I removed my gloves, setting them neatly on my lap and finally wiggled around as I removed my Fubar from between my back and seat. When I settled that between my knees, pry-side down on the floor and wrench on my thigh, I exhaled low again. I was starving, so I wiggled around to find one of my protein bars – dug out a bottle of water from my bag. So much stuff on me, so little room. But I was unwilling to part with any of it, considering the mess we’d just been in.
 
            “Got any gum?” the driver asked me, sounding hopeful.
 
            I dug around in my bag until I produced a set of convenient Colgate Wisps. I passed one to him so he could brush his teeth, and I ate my protein bar hurriedly, in case I didn’t have a chance to. After washing that down, and using the other Wisp, I felt loads better. The driver was content as well, re-focused on the road while someone snored loudly. To occupy myself, I rummaged into my bag again, and pulled out my makeup pouch.
 
            I wanted a hot shower, I wanted a change of clothes, I wanted to wash what hair I had left. But at least I had my makeup. I had removed some of the dirt and grime from my face and neck and replaced what essentials I needed to look presentable. The driver saw what I was doing and laughed.
 
            “Are you serious?” he asked the rearview mirror. I finished applying my blush and frowned at him.
 
            “I’m going to be good-looking when I die,” I declared. “None of this looking like a bedraggled survivor when I have the chance to touch things up.”
 
            “The human race is being slaughtered by infected and aliens, and you’re worried about your looks?”
 
            “Priorities are different for everyone,” I said, carefully applying a coat of pink lipgloss.
 
            He snorted, said some disgusted things, and I ignored him while I curled my eyelashes and fretted over the length of my dirty bangs. I snapped my blush compact mirror shut and replaced everything, carefully, back into my messenger bag.
 
            “Where are we?” I then asked, trying to orient myself with my surroundings. I needed to map out places to go when things failed again.
 
            The driver looked as if he weren’t going to answer, then looked around. “Uh, looks like Mustang. We had to pull over and separate because a few ships were spotted in the area. Trying to lay low.”
 
            Okay. We’re in the Mustang Ranch area. I thought of Benson’s words, before we were attacked.
 
            “I thought we were heading to Virginia City?”
 
            The driver said nothing for a while. The more time passed, the more I realized this fool didn’t know what he was doing. Sandy spoke up groggily. 
 
            “We’re lost,” she stated. 
 
            “I didn’t know where we were going!” he exclaimed angrily. “When I lost sight of Flaunders, I stayed on this road!”
 
            “We were supposed to go around the fire! I knew I shouldn’t have been- ! You need to turn around!”
 
            “Stop freaking out on me! Let me find somewhere where we can,” he replied, searching for a turn-off.
            
            I exhaled low, sat back in my seat. Looked at the grungy town of Mustang from a different angle.
 
            Sandy turned in her seat to look at me. She looked as tired as I felt, her gingery hair was visible in wisps around her helmet. “How you doing? Found your boyfriend, huh?”
 
            “He’s not my boyfriend,” I insisted, glancing at Harley to make sure he was still sleeping.
 
            “Yeah, right…” she studied me for a few moments. “Are you wearing makeup?”
 
            “She was putting makeup on earlier. Said she’d rather die ‘pretty’,” the driver supplied, heavily offended with my personal choices.
 
            Sandy stared at me, then rolled her eyes, turning back in her seat. She then had to dig her arm out and away from the man leaning on her, holding her hand out to me. “Gimme some chapstick.”
 
            The driver gave her a look of disgust while I rummaged for the tube.
 
            An hour later, Sandy was trying to get a hold of somebody on her handheld, and the driver was taking a leak in the bushes. I don’t even know where we were, but we’d found a dirt road that promised us Dayton if we continued driving. Harley was finishing off a box of cheesy crackers and a warm bottle of soda. The other guys were eating what we’d had in our bags, but I was hoarding a bag of chocolates to myself. Oh, and I shared some with Sandy once she discovered what I was hiding – she’d asked kindly with a punch to my shoulder.
 
            She shook the radio with frustration, saying, “This only works if we’re within ten miles of each other. So it’s not working. You know what that means, Jordan?”
 
            The driver scowled in her direction. He’d returned, looking annoyed once he scanned the desert around us. The brush fire that started at USA Parkway had spread – the skies were blanketed with smoke. But it was the least of everyone’s worries, for the wind was pushing it away from us. There were bigger things to think about, like the aliens and Rabid. There were more words exchanged between them, and I used the opportunity to pull the dually’s bed door down, to sit atop of it and scan the desert with a hand over my eyes. I’d lost my sunglasses somewhere.
 
            Harley joined me, looking up at me with that squinty look of his. His boring brown hair was all ruffly, and kept blowing over his eyes.
 
            “The sergeant said that the Rabid were caused by a virus,” he said, slinging his rifle behind him. It seemed like he staggered under the action – I hope from exhaustion, rather than the effort. I tried not to be embarrassed for him.
 
We were the only ones armed, aside from the two now yelling at each other. Since it seemed like a personal thing between them, I focused on the dorky guy who caught my attention. He was so painful to look at – his clothes overwhelmed him. “Released first, weeks before the attack – the government had known an infection was spreading, and only attributed it to an annual flu virus. Then, when the ships came in, it was activated. Turned those people into mindless hordes of infected.”
 
            My face scrunched with thought. “He said that to you? When did you have time to talk to this guy?”
 
            “Hours. We were hiding in the wreckage.” He trailed off. He gave a slight shake of his head as I combed my hair, struggling to look presentable. I reapplied my lipgloss, glancing at the soldiers to see if they had their shit together. Realizing he didn’t have my full attention, Harley’s voice had taken on a sullen tone. “He only told me because he thought he wasn’t going to survive.”
 
            “Did he?”
 
            “Yeah, he’s in another truck. I’d asked. Y’know, just to see if he knew anything about it.”
 
            I thought about what he just said. Brushed hair from my face. My neck and back of head ached so badly, but there wasn’t anything I could do for it, but take more ibuprofen. I had a headache a mile wide.
 
            “Of all the cities, the areas in the world, this one gets hit, too,” I muttered, utterly disgusted.
 
            “They’d pretty much conquered much of the East and West coast before coming this way,” Harley then said. “Much of the forces were pulling civilians to safety by then. Hiding people. They found me in Fernley – I was trying to get a truck out from the Pilot parking lot. Oh, and that girl….her name’s Emmy, she’s with that guy Benson and a few other girls in the other truck, the last one – “
 
            I somehow managed to repress the look of joy on my face to know that Benson was still alive.
 
            “ – her entire family was turned. She had to kill them all. I found her over by the state yard. She didn’t say an entire word that whole time, until we, well, found you.”
 
            Harley then frowned. I think he saw my expression of joy over Benson being alive and was offended by the powerful effect the stud had over me. I tossed my hair strong enough to hit him in the face to show that his opinion didn’t matter to me, so he had to bat it away from him. By this time, I noticed Sandy was ignoring Jordan. He was trying to get somebody on the radio. I pulled my hood up against a sudden gust of wind that had tumbleweeds blowing by. The smell of smoke tasted awful. That was when one of the guys dumbly pointed out a fresh fire to the west of us, traveling towards us.
 
            We all climbed into the truck and Jordan continued on the road we were on, while Sandy continued trying to reach somebody on the radio.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
 
 
            It was dark, and the moon was high by the time we met with the others in Lockwood. Driving in that dually was really uncomfortable by then, but I was brimming with anticipation and dread. Because just over those hills was Sparks. But from Lockwood’s point, the cities were still in flames. Smoke billowed over like an abnormally fast-moving fog, and explosions boomed in the distance. Those ships occasionally zipped about in the sky, moving so quickly that their maneuvers were impossible. The roadways were blackened, destroyed –it didn’t look like a freeway, anymore. The river below was crammed with debris – cars, people, animals…
 
            I wanted us to keep moving, but their commanding officer told us we were to hole up here. Until they could find another route to Virginia City – there were enough dirt roads to use, but with the way the ships kept patrolling the city, he was reluctant to continue until the place was checked out. 
 
            I was so close to home that I just wanted to go – but the guy wasn’t letting anybody leave. The evacuation centers – he called them Camp 1 through 7 – were taking in whoever made it to them, and they were protected by as much military force as they were able to spread them. The thing was, because of the combined invaders, people that were found by the military had to be escorted in by the same military group. Which puzzled a few of us – who cares about an escort?
 
             We were holed up in a doublewide, in a neighborhood named after a French worded color. The dump nearby was on fire, and so the guys in charge were worried about that. Rabid were stalked and destroyed by what soldiers were left. While they traipsed around the neighborhoods, killing the Rabid, the rest of us civilians set up camp. Sandy, Benson and this other guy named Allen were there to ‘help’ us, but I think they were really there to make sure we didn’t escape.
 
            There were twelve civilians in all. The three guys, Harley and I, Emmy the teenager, four ladies, and two other men in that looked as if they’d been chased from the basketball court. The ladies were attempting to make suitable bedspaces for everyone in the living room, wanting to break us into girls here, boys there, but I didn’t want to be included in their plans. Too wary of things that had happened, I lingered near an exit I found suitable – the garage door, which would lead me out into a yard and into a narrow alleyway created by wooden fences. 
 
            Emmy looked surprised that I was there. I don’t think she expected me to have survived, and gave me an expression that said so. I didn’t know whether to be offended or flattered. While the women chatted and found blankets from the bedrooms, with Allen going next door to search for more bedding, she wandered over to where I was sitting and sat next to me.
 
            “I like your knife,” she said.
 
            “You want it? I haven’t used it since I found it,” I said, unstrapping it from my thigh. She took it with a quiet ‘yey!’, and strapped it onto her own limb. 
            
I played with the ends of my hair and watched as Harley chatted the ear off one frazzled looking lady. He looked so dorky with his flannel, my Halo shirt visible as it hung open. The woman was in a nightdress with black sweats – her grey streaked blond hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and one could tell she was a smoker. I hoped she didn’t smoke around us. It was bad enough this place stunk enough of smoke and mold.
 
            “Do you like him?” Emmy asked me, and I blinked away my thoughts of disgust to focus on what she meant.
 
            “Oh, I barely know him.”
 
            “He likes you.”
 
            I thought about that for a few moments, then had to shrug. “Whatever. I’m not interested.”
 
            “Why?”
 
            “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I’m more focused on surviving this chaos than I am falling in love?”
 
            She ignored my sarcasm. “I think he looks like JGL.”
 
            I scrunched my face, and she gave an impatient noise, and said the name of the actor whose name I couldn’t think of. 
 
            “So I think he’s cute. And soooo nice.”
 
            “I’m more attracted to men types,” I said distractedly. She plucked at her checkered Vans slip-ons.
 
            “Like Benson? You had this super dorky smile on your face when you talked to him,” she stated, and I turned away from the shaky laughter and low conversations to frown at her. She blinked makeup heavy eyes at me.
 
            “Sure,” I said, looking around and finding tall, blond and gorgeous chatting with a couple of younger ladies that were fawning over him. “What’s not to like about that hunk of man meat?”
 
            “Seriously, huh?” Emmy said with some relief.
 
            We watched other people for awhile. The only things they had running in this dump was the heater, so I started to feel warm. Despite what had happened recently, I felt myself start to relax. I started to remove my vest – my blanket fell out, and after that, I removed my hooded jacket. I was down to my crewneck sweater and jeans when I decided I couldn’t part with my Fubar and messenger bag. They stayed slung on me by the time I settled back down on the floor.
 
            Emmy stared at me for a few moments, then shifted. “Can I use your makeup?”
 
            I was annoyed at the request. Sharing makeup with others encouraged pinkeye infections. How inconvienent to have when one was trying to survive zombies. “Ew, really?”
 
            “You want to know what’s ‘ew’ about this situation? The fact that you have makeup in the first place,” she said with heavy teenage disgust. “We’re fighting for our lives, starving, and lost people we love – and you have makeup and won’t even share it. You’re just as bad as the things that killed us!”
 
            “It’s too bad I don’t give a shit,” I told her. “Trying to make me feel guilty won’t make me share anything with you.”
 
            She frowned at me for a few seconds, then tried to ignore me while she considered my attitude. Finally she muttered, “Okay, fine, I’m sorry.”
 
            I handed her some wipes and my makeup pouch, and instructed her to use the stuff still in containers. She said something insulting about my supply, but took the items she wanted and went in search of the bathroom.
 
            A few minutes later, Harley came over, lightly kicking my shoe to get my attention, as I was busy fretting over the kid giving me pinkeye. “Are you hungry? Lydia and the others are going to make sandwiches.”
 
            “No,” I replied, pulling my shoe in to avoid another kick.
 
            “You should eat something other than Snickers and protein bars.”
 
            “I don’t want to. I want to be able to run away when stuff happens,” I said, rummaging in my vest for another bar.
 
            “We’re fine, now,” Harley then said, snatching my vest. He walked off with it while I gave his back an irritated look. How dare he behave so comfortably with me? Like we even know each other that well to be, like, taking stuff from each other.
 
            “There you go, kiddo,” Benson said, smiling that perfect smile of his. He appeared in my line of vision, holding out a bottle of water. Oh, I just loved the way his jaw bunched up like that – like he seriously had muscles under muscles. One of the girls he’d been chatting with earlier hung close to his side, looking at me with an expression I knew well; that territorial Back-Off-He’s-Mine look that girls always gave me.
 
            Hey, I’ll work my charms on anybody if it meant giving me an advantage. I’ve stolen best friends’ boyfriends just because I could; usually for stupid reasons, like getting them to buy me video games or comic books, or some new MAC collection. I’d feel bad, but not too bad when I had products in hand. Now that I think about it, I feel pretty bad for breaking their hearts.
 
            “Thanks,” I said in reply, stuffing the bottle into my bag.  
 
            “It got a little sticky back there,” he said with a slight nod. “I admit, I was ready for anything – I was in Afghanistan just last year, so I thought I saw it all. Then this happened. I watched all these movies, man, about alien invasions and stuff? The good guys always win, and they always come out on top. They got it. Then it’s like, back there, actually looking at them? It’s so totally different. They don’t play by Hollywood rules. Then you come in with your can of hairspray…hell, that makes you bad-ass.”
 
            I had been distracted by the way his muscles worked in his throat when he was speaking to me, so I really didn’t know what he was saying until he gave me a pat on the shoulder. From the look the girl gave me, it must’ve been a compliment of sorts.
 
            “Just for you, Benson. Have to make sure you procreate to spread more of that good-lookin’ gene you’ve got,” I said, reaching up to pinch one of his cheeks.
 
            He laughed, and the girl flicked her head and leaned in to say, “I’m really cold. Can you help me find a jacket here?”
 
            “Save the girls, Benson. I’ve got manlier things to do, like brag about my penis size to this lesbian over here,” I said, walking over to Sandy.
 
            She had her mouth full of some sandwich, and looked at me with a startled expression. Benson followed, saying, “She’s single, and has been for awhile if you’re interested.”
 
            “What the hell?” she exclaimed with her mouth full, as I gave the set-up in the kitchen a disinterested look.  “Like I want to be labeled like that!”
 
            “You make me quiver inside, Sandy, and I always do that around men,” I said, straightening. 
 
            “So?”
 
            “At the same time, I doubt you’re her type,” Benson continued, turning to assure the clingy lady that he’d help her in a bit. “She’s more of the healthy variety.”
 
Sandy chewed furiously, then looked at him in outage. But one could tell, with a look at both of them, that their familiarity with each other spanned years. These were friends that knew too much of each other, and could talk freely. “What the hell?”
 
            Sandy jerked away from me, sliding down from the counter. “It’s okay, Sandy. I’m totally cool with it. You’ll fall in love with me soon enough, just like Benson did.”
 
            “I fell pretty hard – “ Benson mock-confessed, hand rubbing his chest.
 
            “I’ll give you another black eye!” Sandy threatened me, licking crumbs from her fingers.
 
            I played with my hair, giving her a confident expression. “If it gives you an excuse to lay your manly hands on me, I’ll let you.”
 
            “Jennings, if you’re hitting on her, Harley’s going to have problems,” Emmy said, speaking up from behind Benson, fully made-up and grinning as my face reflected irritation at the boyfriend implication. The lady, seeing Benson wasn’t going to be distracted from Sandy’s gang-bang, offered to make him a sandwich instead. The other lady he’d been talking to was already there, totally cutting her off at the pass.
 
            “Harley’s not my boyfriend,” I said low, looking for him. He was still talking to the other ladies, helping them arrange a massive bed for the women, the men reluctantly attending to their own on the other side of the living room. He still had my vest, hanging from one shoulder.
 
            Benson snorted while Sandy rolled her hazel eyes. “So much denial, much like Sandy’s sexuality.”
 
            “He’s not! I barely even know him! The only reason why we were – like we knew each other, was because we worked at the same place!”
 
            “He’s so nice,” Emmy repeated, looking mournful. “And you just use him.”
 
            “I don’t use him - ! Well, not yet, I have to admit,” I said reluctantly.
 
            “You are shameless,” Sandy commented with a snort.
 
            “I’m a pretty girl, Sandy, I can pretty much get away with murder.”
 
            “Any Rabid killing bad-ass has the pick of the litter,” Benson interrupted. “I think we’ve pretty much agreed this one’s that.”
 
            “Not even!” Emmy rejected, giving him her teenage denial expression.
 
            “I haven’t seen her do much other than running away and putting on makeup,” Sandy said, nose wrinkled. I made a smooching sound in her direction, and she shoved me against the counter, stalking off.
 
            For some reason Benson got a kick out of that and laughed before everyone shushed him. Eventually, the ladies herded him away from the dangerous man-predator, Emmy decided to continue to throw her teenage whims on him, and Harley trapped me in the kitchen by offering to make me a sandwich. I pulled my vest from him, shrugging it on carelessly. He took that gesture as an ‘okay’ to his intentions.
 
            “So…I’m glad you’re talking to Emmy,” he said, handing my sandwich over and then making one for himself. I wished he added more contents to it, because if he was going to be my ally, he needed more meat on him. “She was really looking down. Y’know, she’s the youngest survivor I’ve seen so far. She needs a lot of support and reassurance.”
 
            “Right, right.”
 
            “Uh, also…I’m, uh…sorry. You know. For…last Tuesday,” he then said carefully, brow wrinkling. I paused in mid-chew, and tried to think of what happened back then. He saw that I had no idea of what he was talking about, and said, “When I hit you with my skeleton cart. I really didn’t see you when I turned the corner. I didn’t mean to. Honestly. It was just…I was just trying to stay atop of my numbers, and – y’know, you just get into the zone when, y’know, you’re in that mode.”
 
            Yeah, I know that mood – sometimes it was hard to see people and other workers when I was so focused.
 
            “I tried to apologize, but you’d just take off.”
 
            “We ate in the same break room, had the same breaks,” I said with a frown. I always saw him with a group of other teal badges at the table in the far back.
 
            “Yea, but…you always had those guys with you. If it wasn’t those guys, it was some other guy. All of them who eyed me whenever I came close. Well, if anybody came close.”
 
            “I can’t help it if I make people territorial,” I said childishly. I knew what effect I had on guys. I’m not blind, or stupid, or Bella. I’d always thought that I were Bella, I’d use Edward’s money to make me happy, sleep with Jacob to satisfy my man-wants and then have an affair with Emmitt. I’d be satisfied with a polygamous marriage, as long as I was the only wife.
 
            He sighed. “Just…I’m sorry. There are other people I wanted to apologize to, but…I just never had the chance.”
 
            “Harley Troy,” I said, just to say his two first names, “if this hadn’t happened, would you have approached me anyway?”
 
            Harley played with his chips. One of the ladies asked him for a soda, so he found one and gave it to her. Sandy was going through my bag, shaking her head at the prompt of a woman, and as Harley said something, I heard Sandy mention needing tampons.
 
            It suddenly occurred to me that I’d never witnessed a lady having menstrual problems in all of zombie-history. 
 
            Then I realized Harley was waiting for an answer, and I had to say, “huh?”
 
            “No,” he repeated, looking guilty. “I wouldn’t. You’re…not my type.”
 
            “Why?” I blurted, because my vanity was hurt.
 
            “Well…” he trailed off, then looked terrorized while I glared up at him. “I don’t know, I – just – you look high maintenance,” he said lamely.
 
            I had to agree with that one. I let the offended expression on my face fade. “But, really, you think someone that looks as good as I do is this natural?”
 
            “No, but - !”
 
            “DUH I’m high maintenance! I am a living trophy meant for a manly man. Why settle for something lower when I’m that much of a catch?”
 
            He looked away, probably wondering why I’d even bother with explaining the obvious to him when he knew it already.
 
             “I don’t know why you think anything’s going to happen between us, because the moment I get into Reno, I’m leaving all of you to go find my parents. You’re only going to hurt yourself for being stupid enough to think I’d lower my standards for somebody like you.”
 
            From the expression on his face, I knew I cut him pretty low. And, really, I didn’t care because it was true. I rolled my eyes, snatched his sandwich, and stomped off to my corner in the room. Pretty stupid if this guy thought he had a chance with me.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
            
 
Later on, I was still fuming over the exchange between me and Harley. But the more I thought about things, the more I realized – dang, I’m a selfish creature. A woman like myself, overconfident and self-centered but powerful because she knows she can get ahead with her looks and manipulation – really, who likes those sort of people? Here I am, in the middle of an invasion and slaughtering of the human race, and I still think I’m a catch.
 
            I glared out at the darkness. I heard Rabid screams and snarls, but gunfire as well. There were follow-up shouts and calls that told me the soldiers were drawing the dangerous things away from the doublewide we were holed up in.
 
            It was really dark in Lockwood – extremely cold. I’d grabbed my stuff and stormed off onto the back porch because I am a dramatic person that does that sort of thing. 
 
            My breath was visible as I breathed, glaring out towards the Sparks area. A set of explosions had sent more smoke and clouds of debris into the air, and I could only imagine it being the aftereffects of a world that had fallen into chaos. I wondered how many other survivors were out there, roaming the city streets, looking for evacuation centers. Kept wondering if my parents were at these centers, if they’d had enough time to pack what they could and made it to safety in time.
 
            I was fairly confident my dad was taking good care of my mother. Despite his harsh words and gruff exterior, he was a man that loved his woman. My parents had married young – through all the years and troubles, affairs and jubilation over a great many things, they were still together. I fully trusted them in surviving just long enough for me to come home to them. I needed to be with them, to know that they were safe – after that, I don’t care what happened.
 
 
            I heard someone come outside, the door opening and shutting quietly – but with how silent and still it was in this part of the neighborhood, it sounded like a damn explosion. I had to resist the urge to run like a panicked animal.
 
            “Sorry,” Benson said, hiding himself against the wall of the outdoor closet nearby. The water heater was visible next to it, where Allen had fiddled with it earlier. I looked at him, noticing that he was hiding from those that were looking out. It amused me that he had to hide and escape his fan girls, coming out to visit with the most dangerous one. “So…you had words.”
 
            “Were you listening to all that drama?” I asked, keeping my voice low. I returned to looking out into the darkness. I didn’t want to turn around and give this piece of man-beauty away to those that were still inside.
 
            “I think most of us were. Just a distraction from all the stuff happening.” He sighed heavily as he leaned back against the closet. He still wore most of his gear – his helmet was sitting on the kitchen counter.  He had blonde hair shaped in that ugly close crop that the military was infamous for. “Kinda makes me think that things are, and can be, normal again.”
 
            “I don’t even know the guy. I just barely met him. But it’s stupid to think that he could have feelings for me just because we were grouped together by circumstance.”
 
            “Well, people fall for each other during times of stress. Why is that so bad?” Benson asked, amusement in his tone. 
 
            “Just so that he or I can be killed in the next hour, the next day? There’s no point. In video games, people can die just like that, but there’s the reset button, or the option to respawn,” I said. I leaned against the porch railing, looking down at old dog crap on what used to be a sod-laid lawn. “Out here, there’s not even convenient defib units to bring a person back to life.”
 
            It was true – I think it was just extreme luck that we kept running into each other.
 
            “So romantic,” Benson supplied, still with that tone. “Wanting to save him and his feelings.”
 
            “That’s not how I see things,” I said, brow furrowing. “I’m not interested in him. How can a girl be interested in something like that in the middle of an apocalypse? People are dying, there are aliens destroying cities, and then there’s this in the middle of it all. Seriously, not interested.”
 
            “You’ve got a point, there. But there’s another side to it all. Me and Sandy talked about this, once, when we were stationed in Afghanistan? If you meet somebody, would you go for it despite knowing you’re going to die the next day anyway, just to have that chance, or spare both him or her that devastation and be like, whatever.”
 
            I drummed my fingertips atop of the railing. Found it selfish that I was busy being dramatic with my situation when there were people in this world that have been put into this situation once before. Then felt annoyed because a guy in a military uniform was giving me love advice. Shouldn’t he be busy controlling the perimeters and looking angsty over his assault rifle while reliving bad memories of his time overseas?
 
            “So…what was your thing?” I asked curiously, staring at a particularly crusty turd. Must’ve been a big dog that once stayed here. I wondered what happened to it.
 
            “Well…I was like you. Like, hell with it. Why even bother giving that person that one chance just to be blown up the next day? Spare them.” He then snorted, shifted from one boot to the other. “Then Sandy fell in love with this translator assigned to our company. I watched her never regret that affair.”
 
            I found it neat that these two were so close. Like brother and sister, almost. I kind of envied that sort of interaction – I never had that sort of closeness because of the villainous side of me. 
 
            “Why is this even a topic?” I asked, wondering about the woman Sandy had fallen for. I bet it was mega-romantic – Sandy seemed the take charge type. 
 
            “Because I think Troy’s a hella cool dude. He saved our lives – I gotta repay him something,” Benson said. I looked at him – only mildly curious as to how that dork saved these big, tough soldiers, but not enough to pursue the subject.
 
             I merely rolled my eyes. “I don’t have feelings for this guy.”
 
            Benson gave me a look that clearly said I was full of shit, so I felt insulted. 
 
            “By the time I get into Reno, I’m gone, Benson. I’m going to find my parents, and that’s it for me. After that, what happens happens.” I looked at him, and then grinned. “So sleep with me right now, or you miss out.”
 
            Benson laughed loudly, and then shut up hastily – but someone still heard him from inside. The door opened and one of his fan girls stepped out to find him, completely ignoring me. He gave me a dirty look as he was then coerced inside, and I waved goodbye to him, a little more cheered now that I was out there by myself. Once I heard the door shut behind him, I continued with my gloomy pity-party thoughts and stared out at the devastation that was the freeway. I hoped that my parents hadn’t tried to take it out to Fernley to find me.
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            By the time I came back in, feeling pretty bad for my dramatics, everyone was settled down in their respective beds. Sandy indicated for me to join them. I looked over to Harley, but he had his back turned to me, and I couldn’t think of what to say to him to alleviate the fact that I am a total villain.
 
            Rather reluctantly, I unhooked my Fubar, set my bag aside; Sandy stared at me until I took my vest off, setting all three next to me. I lowered myself to the spot assigned to me, then stood up quickly.
 
            “Bathroom,” I said, much to their impatience. I felt way too paranoid to be resting comfortably in a situation like this – too jittery, anxious. I was tired, and I did feel better with the others outside killing things, but so much had occurred for me to be completely at rest.
 
            “Make it quick. The others are coming back, and we have to decide who’s going to be on watch throughout the night,” Sandy said above the low mutterings from the floor.
 
            “Why do we have to be asleep for that?” I asked curiously, feeling a tingle of awareness. That very same thing that warned me about Jeff and the others was coming back.
 
            “I don’t know.” She tilted her head in one direction, where a soldier was standing, eying me suspiciously. I didn’t even see him until she pointed him out. “Victor here just came in. He’s going to stand guard while ‘the tards and I meet with the sarge. So he wants you to hurry up and get laid down while we chat with our superior.”
 
            “Okay, okay,” I muttered. I made my way to the bathroom, did my thing – at the last minute, I applied my colored chapstick. I felt a little better at seeing something normal on my face. I was trying to ease my nerves, talk myself out of my mounting paranoia and attributing it just to stress and exhaustion, but the more I looked at myself in the mirror, the worse I felt.
 
            By the time I left the bathroom, I’d made up my mind. I snatched my things with a huff, and stomped over to Harley. He looked surprised, then irritated as I announced that I was not sleeping anywhere without my boyfriend, rules or not.
 
            Emmy groaned aloud, Harley tried to protest, but I kicked him to make him shut up. Sandy rolled her eyes and muttered something to Victor before leaving the doublewide. I didn’t take my things off as I shoved Harley aside and rolled under the blankets next to him. There were quiet conversations here and there as everyone settled down for the night – Victor’s unnerving stare at all of us continued to make me paranoid.
 
            “What the hell - ?” Harley started to complain when I shushed him noisily.
 
            I was only slightly comforted that he had his rifle next to him. As he started to shift it out of the way, I rolled over it, to somehow hide it from Victor. He gave me a bewildered look, tried to shove me away as I rolled in close.
 
            “HOLD ME,” I demanded. His reaction was to push at me, and we struggled until Emmy hissed at us to shut up and go to sleep. I glared pointedly at him, clinging to his bony arms until he stopped fighting me. He tried to turn away, but I grabbed his chin to hold his focus on me, trying to communicate with facial expressions only.
 
            “What is your problem?” he snapped, and people shushed us.
 
            “Get some rest, huh? Save the marital stuff for tomorrow,” Victor suggested, in a tone that made everyone shut up. I lifted my eyebrows – as pointless as that was, considering how my bangs hung over them – at Harley. With a disgusted expression, he faced me – but shoved his arms underneath mine in order to break my hold.
 
            I glared at his chest for a few moments, lulled by his warmth and that of the blanket he’d pulled over us. The rifle was extremely uncomfortable underneath me, but I felt comforted by it – we were still armed. A couple of the ladies started a low conversation about needing to find more tampons, and that encouraged more convos from the guys. I heard Emmy complaining to Lydia about needing warmer pants.
 
            “Remember when you asked me if I was with Jeff’s group?” I whispered, just low enough for him to scrunch his face up. He was completely stiff, straining hard to get away from me without looking too obvious about it. “Well, I had the chance at first. I was hiding, in Red? I heard them talking – I wanted to jump at the chance to join other people.”
 
            “So?”
 
            “I had this feeling. That I wasn’t to trust them.”
 
            “So?”
 
            “I have that feeling now, Harley. I want to get out of here,” I continued, bunching his shirt – my shirt – up in one of my fists for emphasis. “I don’t want to stay with these guys.”
 
            “C’mon, they’re safe, they’re the military -! They’re armed, and they have a better chance of getting us into the city without – “
 
            I repeated my words firmly, to which he frowned and jerked my hands away from him. For a guy with girlish hands, they were pretty strong. I was momentarily stunned by the strength in them. Almost felt a tingle of appreciation before I remembered whose these hands belong to.
 
            He exhaled heavily, staring up at the water-stained ceiling. Conversation started to die away, so I fumbled again, subtly shifting to push his rifle to him.  “Does he know about this?” I asked low, catching his attention by pushing the barrel at him. He pushed me slightly to get it free, a slightly alarmed look on his face. Guess I could’ve died at that moment, accidently pulling the trigger with my layered bulk, so I knew it was loaded.
 
            “No,” he replied in a low whisper.
 
            “Get some rest,” Victor repeated, startling us.
 
            I looked at Harley. Waited for him to agree with me, to acknowledge my bad feeling.
 
            He gave an impatient noise. “All right. Okay. Fine.”
 
            “Yey, now go to sleep!” Emmy complained from her side of the room.
 
            I settled against the man, feeling really weird about it. I wondered just how good of a shot he was. Wondered how we were going to get out of the situation. On impulse I asked, “Hey, can we use one of the rooms for a quickie?”
 
            “OH MY GOD,” Emmy exclaimed, making everyone else groan and snap at me for being so damn annoying and noisy.
 
            “Shut up!” Harley hissed at me, growing red while Victor snarled the same thing and told me to go to sleep. I shrugged because I tried, and I couldn’t think of anything else. Just in case he was going to forget about the situation, I bunched my fingers into his shirt once more.
 
            For a few minutes we all laid in silence. I struggled to think of a way to escape this situation. I couldn’t think of another way out of it, and my dread was growing heavier by the moment. By the time the front door opened, the sounds of heavy footfalls causing me to jump, my mind was still a blank. Everyone lifted their head from the floor to look over at this ‘sarge’, and four others. I immediately noticed that Sandy and Benson looked at everything but the people staring up at them with familiarity. That made me extremely nervous.
 
            “I’m sorry to interrupt,” the older man said, his voice like a low bark. He scanned all of us, taking his time to take our individual features in. His uniform was blackened with soot and dirt, and his hand shook slightly before he slid it into his pants pocket. “But due to the amount of Rabid in the area, I’ll have to ask all of you to redress and meet me outside. We have found a more suitable location for your safety.”
 
            Hearing this didn’t make me feel better at all.
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            They had everyone load the vehicles with what had been gathered. I lingered in the shadows near the porch, not contributing to anything because my instincts were screaming at me to be prepared. I was anticipating something, but I didn’t know what – while I refused to help the others load up, shakily applying lipgloss, I noticed that all of the soldiers were stone-faced and stiff. They weren’t displaying any sort of familiarity or giving comfort or offering words of encouragement to anybody. The ladies that had fawned over Benson earlier were rebuffed sternly, and they were shooting me dirty looks every time they passed me.
 
            Emmy was watching me, I noticed. Only because she stopped complaining about the lack of my contribution and made it very open that she was studying my expression.
 
            “Get over it,” she said on her last trip into the doublewide. I didn’t bother to ask her what to ‘get over’, too focused on the soldiers.
 
            Harley was holding a bunch of blankets that he’d been using, and I was utterly relieved that he was effectively hiding his rifle from the others in that moment. He kept giving me suspicious looks, like he was trying to figure me out every time he passed me.
 
            Victor kept frowning at me. There were two other guys standing with them, and they were giving me skeptical looks, almost laughing as I fumbled with my lipgloss. I was aware that I was a joke to them – like, really, how could I have survived so long? I didn’t care about their opinion.
 
            Our newest destination was located in the shallow valley to the back of the community, where the fire burned warmly. While puzzled by the location, the others started filing into their respective vehicles anyway. I took my time making my way to the dually. My heart was thundering hard. Dread made my feet drag, and my fingers to clench on the strap holding my Fubar. Harley kept giving me dirty looks, but he started to lessen their severity once he realized how agitated I was getting. For some reason, Emmy traded her seat in Benson’s truck to be with us – she clutched my arm and muttered that I was acting like a dramatic freak.
 
            By the time it was my turn to get into the truck, it felt like a death sentence. I felt doomed. I looked at Sandy, but she was avoiding any sort of eye contact. Whatever had been decided beyond our ears was something none of us were to walk away from.
 
            “Get in,” Harley urged, as I stared at the seat for a few seconds too long. His ‘blankets’ had been tossed in the back, almost carelessly. I’d noticed Benson scanning our supplies and looking over this scrawny guy for indication of his weapon. The curious thing was that he didn’t say anything out loud in regards to it.
 
            “No,” I replied firmly, looking away from the truck. Everyone was too busy getting comfortable for the short drive into that valley. I looked up at him. “No, I don’t want to.”
 
            “Get in, c’mon,” Jordan complained, giving me a dirty look while he started the diesel. It rumbled to life, spewing fumes into the cold air while the other vehicles started just as noisily.
 
            “Just get in! C’mon, we’re all tired, and we want to get to sleep,” Harley said impatiently, hand at my arm.
 
            Emmy’s hands were deep in her Elmo sweater pockets, knee jiggling – but she didn’t wear the same expression as everyone else. She looked at me, then at the two in the front seat with a suspicious expression. 
 
            Feeling desperate, I searched for any other excuse to stall. Those in uniform were ignoring questions from the others they had in their vehicles. I could see puzzled expressions from them, and noted that Sandy was chewing on the inside of her cheek as she focused beyond the windshield. Her previously chatty, abrasive self was now reluctant to partake in any sort of contact with those she’d been open to.
 
            Emmy looked over at me, saying cheerfully, “It’ll be okay…c’mon. We can do this together, if you want.”
 
            I looked at her sharply. She was still smiling, but her fingers were drumming against the knife at her thigh. I had the ultra-strong sensation of relief in that she knew what I was thinking. That she was reassuring me in a way that told me she wasn’t about to stand by and be slaughtered, either.
 
            I climbed into the dually and sat next to her. She was breathing as heavily as I was, but struggling similarly to control it. Harley stared at us for a couple of moments after settling in, then looked at the guy that shut the door as he settled at the end of the seat. Sandy stared out her window and Jordan locked the doors before following after the others. We were the last vehicle in the convoy. That was only slightly relieving.
 
            Emmy’s hand was shaking as her fingers found mine in the darkness. She squeezed so hard that I winced. As we bumped over the speed bumps in the road, I pulled my Fubar from behind me. Instead of laying it completely over my lap, I held it inches from the wrench head, my limbs shaking. Harley kept looking at me, but I ignored his expression as I watched the road ahead of us.
 
            Emmy had her knife out, and was squeezing it tightly with both hands. She looked at me, and I looked at her – she looked terrified, but she nodded to show that she knew exactly as I felt. When we neared the Lockwood bridge, she looked at me again. I felt my pulse race. Her eyes darted to Jordan, and then to Sandy. I looked at Sandy, shook my weapon slightly to show her that I’d got this. She nodded to indicate that she was okay with it.
 
            I took a deep breath, exhaled slowly to somehow relax myself – but it didn’t work because Emmy was up and plunging her knife into Jordan’s shoulder, making him scream aloud as he jerked the wheel, Sandy starting to move with a startled shout. Before she could do anything, I hit her with a sideways jerk of my weapon, the wrench side knocking her into the window. It was hard hitting somebody that resisted – like hitting a cement wall. I put all my weight and desperation into another hit, then another, heaving with the effort. It jolted my arms, my shoulders – it was a hundred times harder actually doing it than watching it on tv.
 
Harley hollered as he got caught up in the mess, somehow angling over me to reach over to the driver’s seat, lunging forward to catch the wheel as Jordan struggled to escape Emmy’s murderous intentions. I kept hitting Sandy in order to keep her off balance – out of breath, my arms already jelly. The man on the other side of Harley struggled to get the door open, but it was apparent that the child-safety locks had been activated.
 
            The dually swerved, no doubt catching the attention of the others as it swarmed into dirt before Harley could control it. But Jordan’s feet still manipulated the pedals, and he slammed on the brakes. Harley went tumbling onto the seat, Emmy crashing into Jordan as he was trapped under Harley’s body. I caught Sandy’s helmet within the teeth of my weapon, and we struggled to free ourselves. Somehow, Harley was able to open the driver’s side door and shove Jordan out while he took the front seat – Emmy screamed that the others were opening fire on their passengers.
 
            Harley unlocked the doors, and Sandy bailed – so did the guy once he heard the doors unlock.
 
            Gunning it, Harley turned the vehicle around and struggled for something to say while Emmy screamed about how the others were being murdered. I fell onto the front seat as well, popping up awkwardly to look out the window. I saw that the other soldiers were dropping the others onto the street, gunfire flashing spurts of color in the darkness. I also saw that the sarge was screaming at the first vehicle to follow us. Harley took the road along the river with white knuckles. The truck vibrated with the speed he took over those obstacles, our heads banging off various surfaces as the truck rattled with his efforts.
 
            “They were going to kill us!” Emmy screeched, clutching onto the seat while straining to look behind her. “They were going to kill all of us! Why?”
 
            “Maybe they thought we were infected, too,” I answered breathlessly. “They had knowledge of that virus, long before this happened – maybe all of them were vaccinated, or something, to prevent from being infected.”
 
            Emmy had some creative names for them, still breathing heavily. “They’re catching up to us! They’re going to shoot us, Harley, drive faster!”
 
            I slouched low in my seat, gripping my Fubar hard. My heart was beating so fast that I felt like it was going to burst from my chest. I propped my feet up on the dash to steady myself.
 
            “Emmy, lie down!” Harley then commanded, as I became aware of sharp-pitched pops behind us. She shrieked once she realized we were being shot at. He turned abruptly, my arms whipping out for a steady hold on the door and dash, to keep from rolling onto the floor.
 
            “I don’t – want – to - die – like this!” Emmy hollered, half sobbing, her voice being muffled as she followed through with what Harley said. “They – were- supposed to – save us!”
 
            “Well, they didn’t. They wanted to kill us,” I said. 
 
            “What are we going to do?”
 
            I held tightly onto my weapon. I couldn’t see where Harley was driving us, but we hit a dirt road. Terror hit me, then, and I lifted my head, ignoring his order to keep down. I saw the fires in Sparks, the smoke that blanketed the valley sky. It was slowly disappearing behind us, the angle of the dirt road we were taking telling me that we were moving further from it.
 
            “NO! Turn back around!” I cried. Glass shattered and changed that idea, Emmy screaming as Harley ducked. Tires spun, slid, and then the truck straightened out. Something heavy clanged against the bed in the back, and I dimly remembered his rifle being back there. “We’re going away from Reno, we need to go to Reno!”
 
“I can’t! Not with those guys behind me!” Harley shouted at me. We had to duck again, as glass shattered over the seats. The headlights of the vehicle behind us were blinding, and I could no longer see the city as I ducked behind the seat.
 
            I reached blindly for the door handle. Harley saw what I was doing, and reached over, yanking at my jacket to pull me away. The truck swerved, Emmy screamed, and I pulled away with an enraged roar.
 
            “I’ve got to go home!”
 
            “We’ll get there! Just not right now!”
 
            “Turn back around!” I cried uselessly. I knew it wasn’t possible at this moment – but I was reacting primitively. Frustrated that, as close as I was to home, I was being pulled away again.
 
            : :
 
            Somehow, Harley lost them. The silence was immense – it was cold, the night creeping in through the shattered back window. Emmy was sniffling on the floor behind us, and when I finally peeked up, I saw that we were surrounded by the darkness of the desert. The night sky twinkled down on us, and I wanted to cry in frustration.
 
            “We’re almost out of gas,” he mumbled. Thumped on the dash to indicate the glowing light. 
 
            For a long time, we didn’t say anything. The sounds of wildlife grew apparent, and Emmy eventually stopped crying. Harley turned the vehicle off, and, with the motor silenced, it felt like we were the only remaining people in the world.
 
            I lifted my head as he climbed out. I couldn’t even tell where we were – everything was pure black. I slowly righted myself in the seat, Fubar dropping to the floor. Staring out the dusty windshield, I tried telling myself that it was going to be okay. Because we were still alive, and there was more than one way into Reno.
 
            We just had to find it.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
 
            
It was nearly evening, almost an entire day by the time our quiet walk ended at a sprawling, abandoned ranch. I was pretty glum that this area had the destroyed Tracy Clark in the visible distance, as well as the other warehouses and buildings that Patrick sheltered. The Wild Horse Brothel was visible as well, but its flashy red lights had died, leaving it a gaudy sprawl that had once been busy with wild west debauchery.
 
Horses approached us with friendly whinnies, but I didn’t bother with them, unsure of how to behave around animals bigger than a canine. Harley paused to take in the area with a squinty-eyed observation – I hurried forward because I was hoping that the place had working electricity and hot water. 
 
            “You think we lost them?” Emmy was asking Harley by the time I’d emerged from the largest bathroom in the house, a massive sprawl in a bedroom decorated with gaudy rodeo things. Whoever the people were that owned the house had plucked their gun cabinet clean, left behind a trail of papers from an open safe, and had left a gory mess in the living room. I didn’t bother looking at the cheerful pictures lining the walls.
 
            There was no point getting to know people that had been killed.
 
            Harley said something I didn’t catch, as I was rubbing my wet hair with a towel and observing the candles lit on the floor, the heavy drapes that were drawn over floor to ceiling windows. It was extremely dark, still and discomforting to be in a place like this. Yet, at the same time, I was grateful for it – the hot shower was refreshing. I had spent time examining and marveling over all the ugly bruises that colored my skin. Plus, I’d found that teenagers had once lived here, and had left behind impressive name-brand wardrobes Emmy and I could use.
 
            “All finished,” I announced, tossing the towel aside.
 
            Emmy performed a double take while Harley glared at whatever he was he was doing. They were sitting behind one of the counters with some of the candles, eating. A dog that Emmy had found wandering outside wagged his tail as I approached, and nosed my thigh as I sat down.
 
            “You really look your age, now,” Emmy said helpfully, rising and brushing off her pants. “C’mon, Brandon!”
 
            “Find pants that fit, dear,” I said, ignoring her comment as I reached for an apple. The dog, Brandon, followed after her as she walked off.
 
            I munched on the apple as Harley continued to ignore me. Well, if he wanted to be all awkward, he was allowed to. Boundaries had to be established, and they were established very well.
 
            “The perimeters secure?” I asked, almost sarcastically. 
 
            “If they really wanted to find us, they could follow our footprints,” he answered snidely.
 
            “True,” I said. “Is there coffee in this dump? I could do the first watch.”
 
            “I already told Emmy I’d do it.”
 
            “The gallant hero,” I said, with a roll of my eyes. I figured he’d be better at that sort of thing, anyway. That way, I could sleep and – then I decided that this line of thinking wasn’t acceptable. If Harley had to watch over the both of us, he’d be worn out pretty quick. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense that I start contributing to these survival services as well.
 
“I’ll do half, you do half. Let the kid sleep for awhile. If that dog’s staying with us, he’ll hear something before we do,” I said reluctantly, feeling weird to do something out of my character.
 
            Harley tossed a tube into the center of the lit area, and I recognized it as gun oil. He was cleaning the rifle, various brushes and rags laying around him in a disorganized mess. There was also a handgun he’d found sitting nearby – I didn’t know what sort, as it was nearly hidden underneath the jacket he’d taken off. I watched him put the gun back together, piece by careful piece.
 
            The shower came on, and Emmy cheered loudly enough to have the dog barking in response.
 
            “Are you ignoring me, now?” I asked, finishing the apple.
 
            “I’m not ignoring you…I just have nothing to say to you.”
 
            “Sure you do. Since when are you comfortable with guns?” I asked.
 
            He did some adjusting, reloaded it loudly, and then sighted it to make sure the scope was realigned. He then set the murder weapon aside. So much time had passed that I was going to ask again when he spoke.
 
            “Since my dad taught me what to do with them.”
 
            “I hate guns,” I contributed. “My dad has, like, ten of them at home. He’s a cop, for RPD? And he tried to get me and mom all CCW’d, but we were having none of it. Mom hates them, too.”
 
            He had dark shadows under his eyes that looked more pronounced with the candlelight. He gave me a shrug and a ‘So-What?’ look.
 
            I huffed. “Jesus, are you going to act like a child, now? We need an adult in this group, and it’s not going to be me.”
 
            “I’m tired. I’m exhausted. I have nothing to contribute to this – conversation.”
 
            “You were more than willing to talk to me before that. Now that we have time to somewhat relax and regroup, you’re acting like a brat.”
 
            He grabbed his rifle, rose from the floor. “Then I’ll take my attitude elsewhere. You two have the master bedroom. I’ll take the couch. Emmy and I already set up the rooms to make it look as if we’re in them. Decoys, if you will.”
 
            I wanted to continue ripping him apart for behaving like a rejected a-hole, but I thinned my lips and let him walk away. It was so stupid to be acting like this, at a time like this. I glared at the candles, heard Emmy sing a stanza of Adele’s latest. The dog howled along with her.
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            “I think you would be the only person in, like, B movie history that ever bothered to be vain at a time like this,” Emmy stated, her wet hair dripping on the sheets as she watched me paint her nails a dark blue color. Mine were bright red. We couldn’t sleep so we raided the teenagers’ rooms for things to do. Brandon was lying off to our side, sighing every little while. 
 
He looked at us with sad eyes, like he was waiting to hear from his owners soon.
 
“Because I am a person that openly admits what she is,” I murmured, blowing my bangs from my vision. “Why hide it?”
 
Emmy blew on her nails once I was finished.  She couldn’t find a hair dryer, so her scene hair was natural – blond and lying in layered clumps around her face. She hadn’t bothered putting on makeup – she looked her age. She’d told me she was sixteen.
 
“Harley’s mad at you,” she then stated. “You broke his heart.”
 
“I’ve known him for less then twelve hours when all chaos started. I don’t apologize for acting rationally,” I said, checking the state of my hair. 
 
“Yeah, but – “
 
“Let me tell you something about the real world, Em,” I said.
 
“Emmy, not Em. I hate Em.”
 
“There’s no such thing as love at first sight. There’s lust. Lust turns into something else later on. And since I didn’t feel lust for this guy when I first saw him – which was in late November, I might add – I don’t feel much for him. And why should I?” I asked.
 
“But – this is a time when people live and die real quick. Shouldn’t, like, love be this major factor of it all?”
 
I snorted, pulling a pillow to me so I could rest upon it. “I want an Ellis, not an Edward. I want Chris’ brutal intensity for survival, not Tom’s baby love for seasonally named girls.”
 
Emmy scrunched her face. Then pulled the dog to her so she could sleep next to it. It groaned, as if it was reluctant to be her pillow, but laid there obediently. “I don’t even know who you’re talking about.”
 
“I want a bad-ass manly man, not a…” I sighed and gave up because, obviously, Emmy didn’t care about that sort of thing. I stared at the drapes hanging over the windows and wondered if Harley could hear us. The door was open. I’d heard him rustling around in the living room earlier. “Never mind.”
 
I was starting to think that getting to Reno was going to be impossible. It was so close, yet so far. I started thinking that perhaps the reason why there weren’t so many people around was that they were being gathered – those soldiers had tried to kill us. And the obvious, based on what Harley was told, was that we were possibly infected with a virus the aliens unleashed on us months earlier. A virus activated by their whims and needs. 
 
I was possibly over thinking things, but based on all these games I’d played and the movies I watched, it made perfect sense. What if the evacuation centers in Sparks, Reno, weren’t evacuation centers but killing grounds to those that weren’t vaccinated?
 
Emmy fell asleep some time later, but my mind was way too busy to allow myself to do the same. I figured I’d go and bug our Point Man for that. I chuckled to myself as I left the bedroom, dragging my feet on the floor. I knew Harley was still awake the closer to I got to the living room because I heard books fluttering. Even with the noise I was making, I still managed to startle him into dropping the book he’d been looking at to the floor.
 
“I can’t sleep,” I said, picking it up and handing it over, taking a seat at the end of the couch so that my voice wouldn’t wake Emmy.
 
After I settled in, pulling a pillow atop of my lap, I waited for his sullen expression to fade and watched as he flipped through a women’s health magazine. I shared with him the theories I’d thought of earlier. The battery operated clock hanging above a fireplace that still had ashes in it told me it was nearly one in the morning. I was physically tired, but mentally awake.
 
“It sounds…possible,” he finally said. “They were planning on dropping us off there and moving on.”
 
“Do you think the government knew about it months before, that this virus was alien, but didn’t say anything so they didn’t startle the public? Instead, they constructed a vaccine for their more ‘valuable’– “
 
“First off, we don’t even know the entire truth. For all I know, that guy could’ve lied to me that entire time!” Harley exclaimed, then lowered his voice.
 
“True…that’s true,” I said slowly, furrowing my brow. “But it was said during a moment in battle when he thought he was going to die, right?”
 
“Well…yeah…I mean, the vehicle were hiding under was being pummeled by those things,” he said uncomfortably. “For a guy that’s been overseas several times in over a decade, he was pretty sure he was going to die.”
 
“So, it was basically a dying declaration.”
 
“But we didn’t die.”
 
“It’s close enough, Harley,” I said with a sigh. I stared up at the ceiling while he continued to flip through the magazine with a slight huff. I played with my hair, twirling the ends for a few moments before saying low, “I’ve got to get home. I think that in an event like this, dad would get in touch with his buddies. He’s very protective of mom and I, y’know.”
 
I straightened in my seat, saying, “I may have failed at what I was supposed to do in life, but those two stood behind me. Well, aside from the fact that dad was ready to haul me off to some sort of adult boot camp and mom was going to set me up with her coworker’s dykey daughter – “
 
“I get that you were a warm and fuzzy family – “
 
“ARE a warm and fuzzy family,” I corrected, and continued on. “But the point of my mission is to get home. No matter what it takes. If I have to climb Horse Mountain on my hands and knees and swim through Spark’s sewage plant to get there, I’m going to do it. Either my parents are waiting for me, or I have to find them.”
 
He exhaled again. “Okay.”
 
I examined my newly painted nails. “Whatever it takes,” I murmured, mainly to myself. I felt that tremendous surge of need and want in me, in needing to be with my parents again. I wanted to hear the aggressive warmth of my dad’s voice, and feel the cool palms of my mom’s hands on my shoulders. I wanted the reassurance that, despite it all, we were going to face this new world together.
 
For several long minutes, he focused on ignoring me, and I contemplated what may be ahead of us.  It was so still and silent in the house that it made me jump when I heard the sound of mice running atop of the kitchen counters, squeaking their communication to each other like they were completely alone.
 
I glanced at Harley, to see his brown hair curling on his brow. I realized I was talking way too much about myself. He knew what I was about, but all he’d given me was that he lived in Cold Springs with two gay roommates, and that his dad taught him how to handle guns.
 
“So…your dad taught you stuff about guns?” I questioned.
 
He set the magazine aside. Sighed as if my very presence annoyed the hell out of him. Which, considering the situation, it probably did.
 
“Yes,” he answered reluctantly.
 
“Where are you originally from?” I asked.
 
Another deep exhale. A flip of a magazine, which he promptly gave up and set aside.        
 
“Montana,” he said. He looked at everything but me, and I struggled to look interested so he could continue. It didn’t matter, because he wasn’t looking at me anyway. So I stared at the hideous wallpaper and wondered why it was allowed to survive for so many decades. “Originally from Montana.”
 
“So why move to Nevada?” I asked. “There’s nothing here.”
 
“Well…my parents…” He looked really reluctant to continue, actually glanced at me to see if I were paying attention – and I was, because I wanted to know why - and continued with, “my parents divorced when I was sophomore. My…dad moved down here. My mom was…my mom was really furious about it. Bad mouthed him constantly – but I kept in contact with him. Y’know? He’s my dad. Even if he didn’t…y’know, have feelings for mom, he still loved me. Being in the middle of all that was just…exhausting.”
 
“Only child?” I asked.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Then we have something in common. Bet you were hella spoiled, too,” I said.
 
He gave a slight nod, a ghost of a smile, then remembered he was mad at me. “Yeah. I guess so.”
 
“So where does your dad live?” I asked curiously. 
 
He looked extremely uncomfortable, and I assumed the worst. I did apologize quickly, sure that his father had passed away from something like a heart attack, a stroke, whatever it was that killed parents at that age.
 
“Oh, there’s – there’s nothing to apologize for,” he said slowly. Picked at something on his wrist, and when he shifted, I saw that he was still wearing my Halo shirt. I wondered if I could somehow get that shirt back. 
 
“There’s some extra clothes, maybe in your size back there,” I said, trying for a helpful tone. “Well, there’s those ugly Wranglers in there, but it doesn’t look like you wear that type, but here’s some shirts and stuff if you want to, y’know, change?”
 
“I could just take a shower, later,” he said, eyeing my outfit with a skeptical expression. It might have been a little impractical, but I went through a lot, I deserve to look pretty! “I like the stuff I have on. It’s not that bad, and it’s pretty pointless to change clothes during a time like this.” 
 
“Okay,” I said, figuring that the Halo shirt was a goner. “Just…I’m really kinda embarrassed. I hadn’t washed that shirt since the shift started. It was probably really stinky when I gave it to you the other night.”
 
He shrugged. “I smell like a lot of things. “
 
“Anyway, so…your father’s not dead, then?” I asked, combing through my hair with my fingers.
 
“Oh…oh, no, he’s not. He…he uh…my roommates…” He exhaled heavily. “I lied about the roommate thing. My dad, he, uh…realized he…he was gay. He’s been with the guy he met in Montana, and…and that’s…”
 
“Ooohh,” I said, blinking. I stared at the coffee table and wondered why the ugly rodeo bookends. “Why are you ashamed?”
 
“People are…funny about that sort of thing.”
 
“Not in Cold Springs,” I exclaimed sarcastically.
 
Harley snorted. 
 
“So your dad taught you about guns,” I continued. “How utterly convenient, especially now.”
 
Conversation trailed off after that, and I tried to think of other things to say. I twiddled my thumbs.
 
“So, how are we getting to Reno?” I then asked, failing to come up with anything that wasn’t about myself.
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“You think those guys will put a ton of effort in looking for us?” I asked. “Like, make it their mission to get rid of us? Hell, not only are we hiding away from Rabid, aliens, we’re hiding from our own? Oh, let’s not forget people like Jeff.”
 
“There’s a lot of stuff stacked against us. We have to consider Emmy, too. She has nobody. Her entire family lived in Fernley, and she had to kill them all when they turned on her.”
 
“Oh yeah…so we consider her.” I looked up at the heavy drapes. “Let’s work out the custody issues now. I take her for one week, you the next.”
 
 “You’re a personality that hates kids.”
 
He was wrong – I liked babies and small children – mainly because I was able to give them back afterward. 
 
“You can have full custody,” I agreed. “I’ll pay child support.”
 
That ghost of a smile was back, but he hid it as he shifted in his seat. Clearing his throat, he said, “Once you get home…I’m headed to Cold Springs. We live northside, y’know, past all the trailers? Big house. Emmy would be safe there.”
 
“Do you think your dad and his partner will be there?”
 
He nodded with confidence. “My dad has an arsenal the military would be jealous of. Diego hates it – “
 
He stumbled over his stepdad’s name, and I wondered why, figuring he still had issues to work out regarding his father’s homosexuality. 
 
“- but he agreed to it. Both of them…they know how to fend for themselves.”
 
I studied Harley for a few moments. “There’s not that big of an age gap between you two. Maybe you can fall in love when she’s of age?”
 
He stared at me for a full minute, then rolled his eyes as he rose from the couch in an outraged huff. “Fucking ridiculous! Go back to bed! Rest up!”
 
“The human race is dying, Harley,” I reminded him, examining my nails. “Someone’s got to contribute to it.”
 
“To talk like that about a – a teenager, a young girl - !” he was so outraged, he sputtered and stammered crazily, waving his hands around. He looked red in the face, so maybe what I said was wrong. 
 
“Right now I can’t think that way. I’m way more focused on finding my ‘rents than finding love,” I said, turning in my seat to look at him. “I’ve already factored myself out of this re-population situation. I thought that, by now, you knew what sort of person I am.”
 
“I get that now!” he snapped.
 
“I’m just watching out for your future!” I protested. I saw that I’d crossed the line, and huffed, resuming my earlier position to look at the fireplace once more.
 
He was once again in my line of vision. “Bet it would be different if Benson were around.”
 
I curled hair behind my ear, finding it a huge shame that Benson was now one of the ‘bad guys’. Frowning mournfully, I nodded to agree. “Yeah…damn it.”
 
He stared at me for a few minutes – long, silent minutes. Minutes that made me turn around and look at him, trying to capture him within one eye’s working vision. I was startled to realize that, sometime during the night, I could see out of the heavy slit in my other eye.
 
“You know what?” 
 
We were talking in loud whispers to keep from waking Emmy, but he raised his voice slightly to be heard clearly. “I think you do this deliberately. Make yourself into this bad person, to keep people from getting close to you. I’ve watched you at work – how you talk to those other guys. Let them in close, then keep them at arm’s length when you see they’re getting too familiar with you.”
 
“Stalker,” I commented, twisting in my seat to give him an outraged expression.
 
“And you’re doing that now. Because there is no way someone with your attitude, with your way of thinking, actually exists. I get that this is an apocalypse of some kind, that people are dying left to right – I get that it’s hard to get close to somebody like this, but to talk like this? Act like this? It’s fucking overkill!”
 
I frowned, affronted. “I told you before, Harley, I don’t pretend. I’m actually that despicable. And seeing it now, on full display, makes me feel kinda bad for other people.”
 
Another full minute of angry eye contact. Then he whirled and stalked off down the hall, saying, “Well, you should!”
 
I heard him enter the boys’ bedroom at the end of the hall, shutting the door tightly enough to have Brandon give a low ‘woof!’ at the sound. Moments later, his heavy weight and his doggy toenails were catching in the carpet as he investigated the trouble our whispers caused. Once he caught sight of me, he stared at me for a few moments, then snorted as if exasperated.
 
I frowned after him as well, sitting back in my seat and looking around myself. Wondering if it were officially my turn to keep watch.
 
: :
 
Later on, as I was yawning and searching the kitchen for some sort of caffeine stimulant, I heard Brandon walking back up to the front room. He scratched at the front door with a light whine, so I assumed he needed to go out. Abandoning my search, I accompanied him outside, where the horses had taken post in the front yard and gave us sleepy looks. Brandon ignored them, setting off for a point beyond the front gate, while I shivered and attempted to curl back into myself. The cold air made my lungs ache, and through there were coyotes yelping in the distance, to which Brandon answered with low barks, there didn’t seem to be much going on out there.
 
            One of the horses snorted, shuffled his hooves on the dead grass – the other two lifted their heads and looked in the direction the sounds were coming from. It was really cold, so I hissed at Brandon to hurry up. He took his time finding the proper spot to do his business, so I pranced in place, trying to get warmth in me when the horses suddenly stalked away in a group, whinnying and tossing their heads. I figured the coyotes were coming closer, as Brandon stiffed, his tail sticking straight out, ears up. He then took off in a loping run, woofing lightly.
 
            I really didn’t know animals very well, so I didn’t really give it too much attention. I figured that they were bothered by the coyotes, and I sighed low, turning to go back in side when I heard low human voices greeting Brandon. I froze, straining my ears to locate where the sound came from, then hurried away from the porch. Adrenaline was already coursing through me, figuring that we were about to engage into another encounter with the soldiers when I caught sight of three guys standing around the dog, petting the traitor with amicable hands and looking cold. I didn’t recognize them, but if I had hackles, they were up pretty high.
 
            I ran back into the house, shut and locked the door, and then hurried off to the room where Harley was sleeping. I roused him with a slam of his door and a hiss that people were here, and as he scrambled off the bed, he hit the floor in an awkward flop of limbs. I went in to wake Emmy, hearing the sounds of the front door being tried.
 
            Hearing Harley arm himself, I encouraged her to hide in the closet – to escape out the window once the alarm was raised. As she pulled on her jacket and other accompanying things – a Jansport backpack was already filled with things she’d found earlier, to Harley’s encouragement - I looked over at Harley. Those people wanted to get into the house, and were doing what they could to open that door.
 
            “I’ll meet them first,” he then said, looking harassed. “They’re not the soldiers?”
 
            “No. Civilians.”
 
            “Brandon didn’t even try to protect us?” Emmy complained low, as I unlocked the window.
 
            “Maybe they just need shelter for the night,” Harley whispered, probably more to himself as he ventured towards the front. He then stopped as I followed, aiming to find my Fubar. “No. Stay there. Stay out of sight, stay with Emmy. Just in case.”
 
            I frowned at the possibilities, but nodded. Instead of going to Emmy, though, I lingered in the hall to watch him go to the front door. Amidst all the banging, the sounds of a window being tried near the fireplace, Harley hollered out a greeting. The banging stopped, and a startled greeting was given in return.
 
            Emmy hissed at me from the bedroom, and I waved at her to shut up, waiting for something to happen. I didn’t feel any terrible need to take off running, just this drumming anxiety in what was going to happen next. I was wary of other travelers, but at the same time, had accepted that we weren’t the only survivors just trying to get through another night.
 
            Harley opened the door, and a quiet male voice asked if we had enough room to let them stay. They’d been traveling on I-80 by foot since Fernley, where they had to abandon their car. They’d left the freeway because they’d seen some soldiers gunning down other survivors – Harley felt something for their plight, because he let them in. They were grateful for it, coming in with breath on their hands and anxious thank-yous while the place was given a sweeping examination of weary eyes.
 
            I swallowed hard, eyeing them, hoping they weren’t deranged like Jeff and his crew, and hoping they weren’t the bad sort of travelers that survived by ‘doing what they had to do’. Anxiety made my breath heavy, and before they could spot me, I made my way back to Emmy.
 
“Three of them,” I said. “Came from the freeway, where those guys were killing more survivors.”
 
            Emmy looked as anxious as I felt, but she nodded. “What should we do?”
 
            “Harley’s talking to them.”
 
            “They’re not all bad people, right?” Emmy then asked. “We’ve met other people that weren’t bad.”
 
            “I dunno,” I said in reply, hands over my stomach as anxiety continued to weigh on me.
 
            She grasped my arm. “Do you have any feelings on them? Like – like you did back there?”
 
            “No…not really,” I admitted. 
 
            We looked up as Harley came into the room, looking concerned. He stumbled around until he found the candle we’d been using. Lit it clumsily with a lighter that he kept in his inside jacket pocket. Once the flame grew, he set the candle on the nearby vanity. “You guys all right? I let them in, to sleep and rest. They’re trying to get to Reno, too.”
 
            “They aren’t bad?” Emmy asked cautiously. “They don’t look scummy or anything?”
 
            “No…they look like us. Tired and hungry.” He looked us over in the dim candlelight. “Stay in here, then, both of you. It’ll be different when the sun’s up.”
 
            “Can you get Brandon for me?” Emmy asked.
 
            “Sure. Get some sleep, okay? I’ll be up.”      
 
“You sure?” I asked low.
 
He shrugged, shouldering his rifle over his shoulder. 
 
“Don’t show them how many guns you have,” I murmured.
 
“Right, right. Go to sleep.”
 
After a while, hearing the men’s voices as they related to Harley what they’d been through, Emmy and I relaxed just enough to remove our coats, to lay on the bed with our weapons resting nearby. We stared up at the ceiling and said nothing. Eventually, Emmy fell back asleep, Brandon rolling onto his side to heave a tired sigh.
 
I stared up at the ceiling and hoped mom and dad hadn’t taken the freeway to come get me.
Chapter Ten
 
 
The three men were still sleeping – two in the boys’ room, one in the girls, and they didn’t even budge as Emmy and I crept out of the room and made our way to the kitchen later that morning. Harley looked bedraggled, but he accompanied us to the pantry we’d found off to the side, near the garage. It was a very small room – maybe five feet wide, five feet with six large, spacious shelves – the cement floor had spilt rice, flour and other dusty material on it. The ceiling looked also to be cement or some other hard substance, with a single naked bulb working to allow visibility. It was stocked full of dry goods. 
 
A few hours later, Emmy scooted over to us as we discussed routes into Reno from various angles when one of the men emerged cautiously from the hall.
 
His eyes were slightly wide as he looked at Emmy and I, and I found myself glaring at him. “I thought you were by yourself, man,” he said to Harley. “Where’d they come from?”
 
“Are we not allowed?” I asked snidely.
 
“No, just…” he exhaled heavily, sat slowly down on the couch. He was an older man, with a head full of light brown fuzz. He was wearing nurse’s scrubs and a trench coat, and when he shifted about, I caught sight of his holster. His mustache was heavier than his stomach paunch – I figured him to be Sheriff’s of some kind, maybe a firefighter. They all looked the same to me in this area.
 
He indicated with a hand back at the hall. “One of my traveling companions, he came from…the prison out there. Just…he’s been there for a couple of years, for stabbing a rival from an opposite gang – “
 
I joined Emmy at glaring at Harley.
 
“ – but I’m just saying. He’s not a bad guy.”
 
“Not a ‘bad guy’? You just said he was locked up!” Emmy pointed out.
 
“It’s different when you’re trying to survive in this shit, girl. He hasn’t done anything wrong, but try to survive.”
 
Largely uncomfortable with the group, I asked, “So will you be staying long?”
 
He shook his head. Shifted on the couch. “No. I’ve got a wife and kids out in Reno that I need to get to. He’s got family. The other guy’s got a boyfriend. We traveled together because we got through some shit. It doesn’t matter what our past was. Just trying to get by.”
 
“There are more soldiers in that area, in Lockwood,” Harley said. “They’re gathering people.”
 
“They were shooting people the other night! We don’t even know why…they were supposed to protecting us, huh? Instead they’re shooting us. I figured we’d follow this road and hit Hidden Valley.”
 
“We’ll be going through Spanish Springs,” Harley said, which was news to me. “Through those hills. It shouldn’t be that hard.”
 
“There’s no cover there. It’s open,” the man said, shaking his head. “You’d be better off going the same way as us.”
 
“We already decided our way,” I interrupted firmly. “That’s where we’re going.”
 
“All right…but I’m just saying, there’s nothing but brush and rocks back there. Especially after that fire a couple of years back.” He heaved a sigh, clapped his hands atop of his knees. “I’m starving, folks. I haven’t eaten anything since Fernley.”
 
“Go ahead, have the kitchen,” Harley said, as I followed Emmy out of the kitchen. “There’s a full pantry down that hall, there, too.”
 
“After we eat, we’ll be on our way. The girls look skittish,” he said with a chuckle. I noticed, after he passed Harley on his way down the hall, that he was at least 50 pounds heavier than our guy, and at least four inches taller. Just seeing that made my stomach cramp with anxiety again.
 
: :
 
“Where is Spanish Springs from here?” Emmy asked. She was seated atop a fence, where we were watching the horses run and play with each other between feedings. The area was so quiet and still that our activity seemed so freaking loud. I was extremely paranoid that something or somebody could hear us, but I don’t think there was a way to make the horses play quietly.
 
Harley had made sure, during the time the guys were sleeping, that we had all the weapons we needed to have an advantage. Emmy had taken all sharp and pointy things and hidden them somewhere without telling us – I’d discovered this when I was looking for something to cut my apple with.
 
“Spanish Springs is in that direction,” I said to Emmy, pointing.
 
Harley redirected my arm, while Brandon barked and pranced around a tree, where he’d trapped an animal of sorts. “That’s north. This is west. It’s east of Sparks.”
 
“I can’t tell guy direction,” I muttered, trying to place directions by the use of the freeways. 395 North went that way, and 395 South was that way, and I-80 to Reno was West, and we were on the East side of I-80…
 
“It’s…pretty sparse,” he then added, frowning.
 
“Are we really going that way?” I asked low. “It makes sense going in from this direction.”
 
“But we don’t want to go the same way as they are,” he reminded me.
 
“There are vehicles here. Let them have one so they can get there faster,” I suggested.
 
“Why don’t we use one?”
 
“Because the aliens will see us. Harley.”
 
“All right, Edith,” he said with heavy exasperation.
 
Emmy whipped around to stare at me, saying, “Is that your name -?”
 
Seeing that she cut herself off to look beyond us, both of us alerted to the front door opening and shutting, Harley and I turned and saw another guy walking out, making an exaggerated show of enjoying the sunlight. He was a short guy with short hair, a shadow of a beard along his jawline, and clothes that were pretty indicative of the Lovelock Correctional Facility. Emmy and I stared at him, then looked at Harley.
 
“Hey,” the guy greeted us, looking tired and wary. “What’s up? What you guys lookin’ at?”
 
“Just figuring our way out,” Harley answered, as Emmy joined us, standing behind us while she fiddled with her hair and gave the guy a wary stare.
 
The guy nodded with agreement. “Seriously, man. I just wanna get home. It’s been awhile, but my family’s all I thought about since the prison was slammed, man. What happened to you guys?”
 
He was Hispanic, I think. He looked a little young, so maybe his crime was committed when he was a teen. He didn’t look interested in scoping us out, looking out and around the area with a wide-eyed look comparable to a lost person in a new place – my anxiety didn’t feel as strong with him as it did with the older guy. Despite the fact that he was in prison, he really didn’t make me feel uncomfortable. I guess that was a good sign – some of the peeps I’d played as video game characters, read about in graphic novels, often turned out to be good guys despite their crimes.
 
Oh, how stupid that sounded.
 
“We were caught at work,” I answered, before Harley could. “You should take advantage of the clothes here, dude. Running around like that might make people nervous.”
 
“I know, huh?” he agreed, looking down at the one piece. “Man, I stabbed a guy up because he was talking shit about some friends of mine. I’ve had a lot of time to think about how stupid I was. I ain’t no animal, or anything, either. I’ve seen some shit since I got here, so…I get why you guys are, like, scared of me. Trust me, I ain’t that desperate.”
 
Brandon ‘woofed’ in one direction, ears up and tail straight, looking towards the freeway. Scanning the area, we couldn’t see or hear anything that sounded unusual, and Brandon lost interest in whatever it was that had captured it in the first place. He resumed sniffing around the trees, and we continued talking.
 
Alex, the only name he gave us, said he wasn’t going far with Tom and Nate. Nate was the other guy, the one with the boyfriend who worked at a 24 Hour fitness center. Nate had met Alex and Tom somewhere on I-80, on his way back from visiting relatives in Elko.
 
“Nate’s like a girl, you gotta protect him, he does crazy ass things when he’s scared, and that gets tiring,” Alex said with a sigh. He looked at Harley with sympathy. “Must be tired of watching over these ones.”
 
“One stabbed one of the soldiers to bleed him dry, and another gave one a concussion with a demolition tool,” he replied dryly. “One’s killed a horde of zombies, and another figured out how to kill aliens. I think I’m the one in need of protection, here.”
 
“Oh,” Alex said, frowning at us and trying to figure us out. Emmy smiled at him while I wondered who was actually doing the ‘protecting’ around here. When I thought about it, it definitely gave me some confidence in that I was truly able to handle myself, and others, okay. Why would I need a man for that?
 
“So…about those clothes…?”
 
“I’ll show you where it’s at,” I volunteered, ignoring Harley’s startled look. “And take a shower, too. I think this house has its own propane system.”
 
“Awesome, because I reek. Your name is…?”
 
I only smiled at him, not bothering with giving it, while Alex waited. Then he shrugged and looked at the others. Emmy followed my lead, and Harley exhaled heavily, having already given his name. Alex only nodded with a look of understanding, then lead the way into the house while Emmy asked Harley why I was trying to make him jealous by flirting with another dude.
 
: :
 
“Here are the keys to the truck outside,” Emmy said to me a couple of hours later. I caught them once she tossed them over. 
 
I examined the group of metal, then held it away from me with two fingers. “Emmy, they’re bloody.”
 
“I know, Brandon found them outside, in the side yard? I didn’t want to touch them either, but…we might need them. I made sure not to tell either of those guys.” She heaved a tired sigh, sitting next to me and watching as I rearranged the contents of my messenger bag. Brandon followed after her, climbing up onto the bed and lying down with a flop of sound, heavy head resting atop of my shin. Emmy looked at my makeup pouch, some dried foods, two large bottles of water, feminine hygiene products for just in case…
 
“It’s a good thing I finished,” Emmy said, picking up one of the plugs. “I seriously was just on it, like, it stopped a couple of days before.”
 
“Me too…a week before, actually.”
 
“You can lose your virginity with these things, you know that? But I guess you don’t have to worry about it.”
 
“Shut up, you’re very uneducated!”
 
Emmy laughed and scanned the room for something to hold her interest. We could hear the men planning their different courses of action in the front room, and Emmy and I started counting how many times Nate whined about missing his boyfriend, and needing to get to a certain area ‘faster’. Tom was losing patience with him.
 
“I don’t think using a vehicle is wise,” I murmured. “But I’d rather get the walk over with as soon as possible.”
 
“We were okay with a vehicle the other day. We just had to stop and keep our eyes open in the sky. Besides, I think it’s totally stupid that we have to be careful in this area…really? Aliens attacking the scummy part of Nevada? What’s out here that makes us so dangerous to them?” Emmy ranted, playing with her hair.
 
“I dunno.” I cleaned the keys as best as I could, using the sheets. They were still stained and sticky. I gave them back to Emmy. “With your life, girl.”
 
“Why can’t you hold them?”
 
“They’re gross.”
 
“So?”
 
“Hold them, because I’m not.”
 
She huffed, taking them and stuffing them into one pocket when movement caught our eye. It was Tom, and he looked us over with an expression that included a creepy smile. I definitely did not like this man at all.
 
“You two sound like my daughters,” he said quietly. “Arguing in their bedroom. It’s nice to hear feminine voices in a house.”
 
“How old are they?” Emmy asked, apparently oblivious to my dislike of Tom. 
 
“Fifteen, sixteen…I’ve got hope that they’re still out there, waiting for me. My wife’s a smart broad- she should have things figured out by now.”
 
I scowled, studying Tom with what felt like a glare to my face. He noticed it, finally looking away from Emmy, and a look of contempt crossed his features. He wiped a hand over his stubble and walked away, apparently to rummage in one of the rooms for something he’d left. Then he rejoined the others.
 
Emmy held the keys out. “Take them.”
 
I pushed them back at her.  “Grab your stuff. That guy gives me the creeps. We’re leaving today.”
 
“Really? Why? How? I thought he was nice,” Emmy said, but she scrambled to grab her things, keys jingling noisily while I barged out into the hallway and headed for the guys. 
 
They’d found a map, and Nate had his cellphone in both hands, crying silent tears as he listened to Alex relate the best route to Cold Springs from Spanish Springs. Tom gave his input here and there, but when I approached, I noticed the heaviness of his stare as he watched me approach Harley.
 
“Let’s go, we’re ready,” I said to him quietly. Alex’s hands were waving over the map and he was loudly demanding Tom’s suggestions about a proposed route through the battered freeway to Sun Valley.
 
“Oh…? I thought – “ Harley started to say, looking confused as I stepped closer to him, to be heard over Tom’s voice and Alex’s protests.
 
“Let’s go. I’m ready to go. We have our route, and we have our things. So let’s go,” I repeated with a nod. Harley definitely wasn’t a reader of faces, because he couldn’t see how serious I was.
 
He frowned at me, looking over me to see Emmy approach us, ready to go. “Okay, well – “
 
“Why are they making the decisions?” Tom interrupted us loudly. “I thought we agreed we’re going as a group.”
 
Emmy and I looked at Harley for an explanation, and he gave this guilty grimace that made me slap him lightly.
 
“What the hell - ?”
 
“It makes more sense to be in a group,” he protested, pulling away from me. “We’re safer that way. More of us, more supplies.”
 
“I don’t want to be in a group – sorry, no offence,” I said to Alex, my back to Tom because I could feel his angry stare at the back of my head. Alex shrugged, waved it off as he pulled the map closer to him.
 
“Why not?” Nate interrupted. He gave me a stupefied expression. “It’s better in a group. If we have more people, we have more protection, more safety – it’s just the three of you, and two of you are girls - !”
 
“So?” Emmy exclaimed, startling him. “Who cares? We’re all survivors, we all know how to fight. How to survive. We’re comfortable with the three of us. We don’t even know you guys - !”
 
“We don’t even know each other very well,” Harley said to her gently. Emmy gave him a betrayed expression, but she didn’t continue, looking down at her shoes with an expression of frustration. He looked at me.  “We’re going as a group. It just makes more sense that way.”
 
“No it doesn’t,” I practically hissed. “We’re fine on our own!”
 
“Then why don’t you go on your own?” Tom suggested, hand on my arm. I jerked it away from him, stepping away from him as he stood up. Alex was now focused on us, looking from one to the other, then to Harley as Harley stood too, to put himself between us.
 
“Don’t put your hands on his girl, man, “ Alex warned Tom, making me give a sigh of exasperation.
 
Harley and I denied our relationship status at the same time, but Tom spoke over us, saying, “If you don’t like our group plans, which are more logical than being out there, outnumbered by things and soldiers, then take a walk, girly.”
 
“We need our female population - !” Alex protested, then sputtered at the look I gave him. “Not that – for, y’know, repopulation an’ stuff - !”
 
“She’s not going off by herself,” Harley told Tom, having to raise his voice to do so, but I cut him off by saying to Tom, “Groups are a huge target to those things out there, and Rabid don’t care how many of us are out there, so, no, big groups DON’T make sense! Ours is comfortable as it is - !”
 
“You’re wrong, you’re wrong, you’re wrong,” Tom said over me, raising his voice to be heard, and all of us started talking over each other. Nate had cried out for us to stop shouting, and Emmy looked apprehensive, fingers inching to cover her ears. Brandon came in, alert and ready, and saw her state – must’ve felt some sort of doggie concern, because he pressed his large body against her and started barking at our general direction.
 
Alex let loose with a loud whistle, making us stop. He folded up the map, giving us all a dirty look. “Let’s not fight. It’s a waste of time. There’s enough supplies in this house for everybody, so everybody stock up. C’mon, let’s just go. There’s others out there, Tom, that’ll be more agreeable.”
 
“Who’s the man in this relationship, anyway, man?” Tom tried to laugh, but it came out as this strangled huff of air. Harley gave him a dirty look, clearly insulted. “Control that woman of yours, make her see reason. Our reason.”
 
Harley looked at me, looking pissed. “It’ll be better like this, E-!”
 
“Tom reminds me of Jeff,” I declared, preventing him from saying my name aloud. Tom looked puzzled, but Harley knew exactly what I was talking about, and he didn’t argue anymore. Seeing that he got my point, I waited for him to acknowledge my fear. He did with a slow nod, then looked at the others.
 
“We’ll be good on our own,” he then said slowly, looking pained as he did so. I felt satisfied, an expression of relief on my face. 
 
“No, no, no - ! What if we don’t find other people to help us?” Nate cried. “We need you guys to help us, too!”
 
“Groups are okay, but we’ve did good so far, so if they wanna go off and do their own thing, man, that’s on them,” Alex said, and I turned to look at Emmy when she made this funny face, looking beyond me.
 
I was shoved completely off my feet and slammed hard into the wall, shouts erupting. My head bounced off that, and my leg was kicked in, so that I hit the floor on my knees. Disoriented by the attack from behind, by what was happening, I didn’t get that it was Tom that had attacked until I heard him shout, “Nobody move! Nobody! Or I’ll shoot this Asian bitch dead, I swear on it. You want to see that? Huh? Make another move!”
 
My stupid hair obscured my face, and when I opened my eyes, I was looking at the dirty, ugly linoleum floor. Emmy was crying – but then I think it was Nate, too. Tom had the back of my neck gripped hard, and I started to scratch at it when I felt this hard, round thing press against the back of my head. To have a gun pointed at me like that only shocked me – I really wasn’t expecting this sort of thing to happen, and couldn’t even think of what to do but to freeze, straining my ears to hear what was happening.
 
A lot of heavy breathing, stunned silence – Brandon’s claws tapped the floor as he shifted, but even after that was nothing. Tom’s fingers tightened, and I grunted some sound of pain.
 
“Jesus, really? Tom?” Alex croaked, sounding more like a scared teenager than a criminal serving time for stabbing somebody to death. On a hysterical note, he and Emmy would make great friends with that shared habit of theirs.
 
Tom shifted his weight – he was pressing down on me, and it made my neck strain. I tried to support myself with my hands on the floor, and he just shoved harder, so that now my head was at this severely awkward angle. I tried to stay very still, scared to do even that because I couldn’t see what was happening around me.
 
“We’re doing this as a group,” he repeated quietly. “We’d agreed on it, and – well, it’s smarter this way. I really don’t think this one should have that much control over us. Females get hysterical, and need us men to be logical.”
 
“Fucking bullshit - !” I snarled, then whimpered with the added weight and feel of the gun jabbing against my head. I thought of my parents, wondering with some hysteria if they were waiting for me. 
 
“We can’t all be hysterical – “ Nate squeaked.
 
“Let up on her, Tom. You’re hurting her,” I heard Harley say tightly.
 
Tom was silent for a few moments, then I felt him shift – but not to let up on my neck. He had the gun off my head. “All of you. Weapons forward. I want them all right here.”
 
Breathing hard, I felt apprehension hit me – I had only seen Harley with his rifle, and Emmy with her knife – I don’t know if the others had any of their own. I only hoped Harley had hid whatever else he had when I’d told him to.
 
“Why?” Alex asked.
 
“As a group, we should have a count. Of what we have. Relax. I just – she was getting out of control,” Tom said calmly, and I felt my hysteria rising at his words. “I don’t want us to split up. I feel that it is safer for us to cooperate. Look at you, man. Honestly. I can’t see you taking care of these girls all by yourself. You’re just one man. Now there is four of us – we can help each other, protect them when possible.”
 
“He’s right,” Nate murmured, and I hoped that Harley wasn’t believing this bullshit. 
 
“Now…to prevent any other – accidents, or mishaps, or…or anything…please. All weapons forward.”
 
I felt my chest constrict at the sounds of movement, of a rifle chamber being emptied. Heard the sound of hesitant movement forward, and, even though I couldn’t see, I could feel the vibration of things being set onto the floor. I was really hoping Harley hadn’t shown the others his handgun he’d found the night before.
 
“Good, good. We’ve got a good supply,” Tom then said, when everyone stopped moving. “Didn’t know…didn’t know you had that one, Alex.”
 
“Picked it up on the way here, homes. Get that gun off her head, man, c’mon.”
 
“Not until everyone’s settled, calm.”
 
My fingers curled into fists, and I heard someone swallow hard. Brandon was growling every so slightly, so I felt a little better about Emmy being in his company. Tom shifted in response, and Brandon growled even louder.
 
Before I knew it, Emmy was shrieking hysterically, and the guys were yelling again. Tom moved, this time pulling me to my feet. In that moment, I saw that Emmy was trying to hide Brandon from Tom, using her body to protect the dog while the dog snarled and barked. Tom had been aiming the gun at him, but he pulled me aside, away from them while Harley took a few steps forward in response. Like he was going to do something when Tom pressed the gun against my head again and everyone but the dog stilled and went quiet.
 
He wrapped an arm around my chest and practically dragged me along with him. Our height differences didn’t work for him, as he had to lean down to do so. I hated the feel of being held that way, his forearm over my chest, and had my hands on his arm in an effort to somehow keep him from touching me. A useless effort, considering the situation.
 
For a few, tense minutes, he used his feet to lightly kick the weapons pile towards him. Harley’s rifle, Emmy’s knife, another hunting knife, a submachine gun that made me do a double take at Alex. I had no idea where he’d had that hidden, or even where he got that. All of them looked scared, pale, and absolutely defenseless. It was like looking at a bunch of scared little kids. No hero in sight.
 
Somehow, he managed to gather everything with the gun pressed to my head, so I couldn’t do anything to escape. Shouldered the rifle, jabbed the knives into his jacket pocket, stuffed the SMG into the waistband of his pants. Then he was back with an arm around me, dragging me once more.
 
“Everyone, calm down. I won’t shoot the dog – or the animal,” he indicated Brandon with a wave of his gun, and I frowned. “Let’s just…cooperate. Let’s all cooperate and work together. I’m sure we can come up with a better solution, a better situation if this one is…is just out of the way.”
 
“Don’t hurt her - !” Emmy whimpered, holding tightly onto Brandon while I felt helpless as he started pulling me backward. We were in the kitchen, now, and I couldn’t think of what to do or say with that gun being waved about.
 
Finally he stopped, then fumbled with one hand for a light switch. Without much of an explanation, he shoved me into the pantry room, and slammed the door behind me. I barely caught myself from slamming into the shelves, hearing a lock fall into place. His voice was muffled, so I couldn’t hear what he was saying. I straightened, and went flying at the door, trying the handle. It wouldn’t budge, and the thing was heavier than the front door. I banged on it with a fist and some screechy curses, then resorted to kicking at it.
 
Once I realized it wasn’t going to budge, I slapped my hair from my face, trying to catch my breath. I looked around myself – at the half-empty shelves, the single bulb above, the cement floor – no way out but the way I’d come in.
 
I heard more muffled shouts, Emmy’s high pitched screams and several gunshots. More screams and shouts, and horror made me still. I had no idea what was going on out there, but the repeated thumps, the heavy shake of the wall with the light switch told me something was happening.
 
With all the weaponry Tom had on him, he had more than enough to kill the guys, Brandon. Emmy wasn’t enough to fight him off, and my mind conjured up situations that I had never imagined before. I pounded on the door again, screaming hoarsely for the two that I knew, hearing more gunshots – further into the house, further away from me. 
 
I pressed against the door, straining to hear something. Hoping to hear familiar voices, and to have the door unlocked. But minutes passed. Many of them. And I heard nothing. I started to shake, calling out names other than Tom’s, hoping to hear somebody answer back. But it was silent.
 
My hands shook violently, and emotion rose up in me. I began banging on the door once more, screaming Emmy’s name. I needed to hear from her, to know that she was okay. When using my fists wasn’t enough, I turned, searching for something to use against the door. There was nothing but huge cans of tomato sauce, applesauce, useless things -! I grabbed a can and bashed it against the handle repeatedly, thinking I could break the thing somehow.
 
When that didn’t work, I tossed it aside, then looked at the hinges. Of course, they were outside the room. I hollered myself hoarse for somebody to answer me, and heard nothing in response.
 
When I realized I wasn’t going to hear anything, or that nobody was coming to the pantry door to let me out, I felt crushing defeat overwhelm me. There was nothing I could do to escape, and I had no way of knowing what was happening out there. I sank against the door and started to cry – hoarse, raspy cries.
 
I was never going to make it to Reno. 





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
            
            Hours later, I heard the door lock shift loudly, and I looked up to see Harley open the door wide, looking winded. I had just resigned myself to rotting away in the pantry for the rest of my life, so I was excited and happy that he was there. I squealed and jumped on him with a tight hug, searching over his shoulder for Emmy. I then wrinkled my nose at the smells that hit me.
 
            He hastily pushed me away, catching his breath. He had a spotlight in one hand, and some snow on his shoulders. He also smelled heavily of smoke, oil and body odor, and while all three were offensive, what was bewildering was the first two's presence. I decided not to judge just yet, because I was rescued.
 
            "Everyone okay?" I asked tentatively. "I was so scared about – "
 
            "We're fine. Did he hurt you?" he asked, shining the light on my face and blinding me.
 
            "I'm good. Let's go. Does Emmy have the keys?"
 
            "Yes. We're taking the road back to Lockwood, and from there, we can get into Sparks," he said, his tone full of relief as he lowered the spotlight and began leading the way out of the house. "We had to turn around – sorry it took so long."
 
            "You are forgiven," I said cheerfully, following him out the backdoor. The truck that had been sitting near the barn was rumbling, and Nate, Alex, and Emmy were crammed in the front seat. I was apprehensive about sitting in some guy's lap, looking up at the sky and watching snow fall gently. Then I looked back at him, noticing the care he was taking on his left leg. "Why are you limping?"
 
            "I'm just…really tired, okay?" he said with a heavy exhale, gesturing at me to get in while he took off his pack and tossed it into the back, near the cab.
 
            Emmy squealed a happy greeting, scooting over Nate's lap to Alex. While some blushing and awkward mumblings occurred, I looked back at Harley with a frown. 
 
            "If you slow us down because you're all busted up, I'm going to be hella pissed, Harley," I threatened. "I didn't come all this way to die just because you're hurt."
 
            "Your concern is absolutely thrilling to hear, Edith," he said with a roll of his eyes and another gesture at the truck. I looked suspiciously at his leg once more – maybe he sprained something, because I wasn't sure where he wasn't bending it. There were no blood marks, nothing torn…
 
            "Damn, I've been relying on you this entire time, so don't fuck it up, now," I said, climbing in. "I need to get to Reno, it's right there!"
 
            "You are such a - !"
 
            "I swear, I will slap you if you call me a 'bitch'," I threatened, cramming myself against Nate while he scooted as uncomfortably close as possible to Alex.
 
            "Who freaking – how do you exist in your own selfishness?" Harley exclaimed, climbing in and causing a series of grunts and mutters as we all crammed tightly together in the seat. I noticed him wincing and cradling his knee once he banged it off the door. "Seriously, is this how you've – ?"
 
            "Get over yourself! You have just not been in the presence of someone like me, so you don't know how to – "
 
            "I never thought that you would even - !"
 
            "Oh my God, both of you, shut up!" Emmy exclaimed over both of us, as Harley shuffled around with a tight expletive and a grunt, and I had to adjust my ass over his thigh and allow him room to touch the stick shift. "Quit fighting all the time! Let's just get to Reno, okay? Can we get there without you two fighting?"
 
            "I just think that you should give him a little respect," Alex interrupted, looking at me from over Nate. "He didn't have to come back here after you. Not after all that."
 
            "I'm not impressed," I said huffily. "Whatever he had to do – if we'd left earlier like I said, it would've never happened the way it did."
 
            "Can you just be grateful for what did happen?" Harley asked between gritted teeth, the truck jerking backward as he reversed.
 
            "All I said, all I asked, was if he were hurt," I exclaimed before the others could talk. "Because if he's hurt – because he's limping like a gimp on tequila - !"
 
            "You are really – you have to consider what he did to come back!" Nate exclaimed in this shrilly voice. He had makeup smeared around his eyes, and this was distracting.
 
            "It doesn't matter! I already regret it!" Harley snapped, our heads jerking as we began moving forward.
 
            "You would! Because it's your fault in the first place," I muttered, crossing my arms tightly and glaring out the windshield. 
 
            "You're so mean to him!" Emmy exclaimed, reaching out to jerk on my hair.
 
            "Ow!"
 
            "Stop that, Emmy! She might give you something nasty, considering what she does to stay ahead," Harley muttered. It took me a few moments to realize he was talking about Benson.
 
            "You're such an asshole! You think I did something with him!" I exclaimed, glaring at him. "How is that even relevant right now?"
 
            "I didn't say anything, I just - !"
 
            "This is why I won't even consider anything with you!"
 
            "You're an insecure child that can't even rescue herself! So then you bite the hand that feeds you!"
 
            "I hate Nine Inch Nails!"
 
            "What - ? What does that even - ? I don't – you can't even give a valid argument to anything! You just blurt out whatever's on - !"
 
            "All of you, stop!" Alex shouted, making us wince.
 
            Both of us glared out the windshield. I tried to lean on Nate to avoid touching Harley, but this was impossible. So I elbowed Harley to get comfortable, and he clutched the steering wheel tightly with both hands, glaring at me. Nate whistled low, straining away while Emmy glared at me.
 
            I did feel bad, actually. I felt bad because I was tired, hungry, I went through this entire scare where I could've been rotting away in a small room without rescue – my emotions and state were frazzled. I couldn't think normally. So I reacted the way I did because…Harley was right. I am an insecure child. I didn't know what the hell I was doing. I relied on others because…that was how I got through life.
 
            I wanted to cry because I felt so bad. But I glared out the windshield and battled the urge. My eyes watered and my chin trembled. I was determined not to cry. I knew I wouldn't stop once I let it loose. I blinked heavily and tried to think of gross things. Like the nurse getting crushed by that truck. People at the warehouse getting eaten. Stuff like that.
 
            All of us were quiet on the drive back towards Lockwood, and as we approached the small valley with its trailers, I noticed a car fire ahead. It was an ugly Buick that burned, sending a pillar of black smoke to the snow above. Since no one seemed concerned about it, I tried not to give it another thought, judging the others' reactions to it from a sideways glance. Emmy looked wistful, Alex gave a nod, and Nate stared straight ahead. I wanted to ask what that was all about, but I figured this was what held them up earlier. I wondered if Tom was in there, and I really hoped that he was. From the way Harley smelled, it was probably him that burned the asshole.
 
            I looked at him from the corner of my eye, trying to picture this scrawny dork setting a man on fire for the safety of the others. All I saw was a tired dude with ashes on his temple and a bump on his bottom lip – it couldn't be herpes because it looked more like a cut.
 
            Admittedly, I did wonder what he did to get back to the house. But my selfish pride refused to ask. I focused instead on what we were driving up to.
 
            We approached Lockwood cautiously. The soldiers were probably still in the area. I began nibbling at my fingernails because I wasn't sure what to think, looking through the darkness with trouble, unsure of what to look for. All of us were very tense, unable to move as everything was given a worried examination.
 
            "You think they're gone?" I had to ask, my voice absurdly loud within the tense silence.
 
            "They should be," Harley answered automatically, then looked pissed because he looked as if he'd forgotten he was mad at me.
 
            "When they were hittin' on us on the freeway, there wasn't too many of them," Alex said, his young voice reminding us of his age. "They was all wearing black, and riding ATVs. Like they came over the hill, from Spanish Springs."
 
            "They weren't planning on staying here," Harley mentioned. "They were heading into Reno, for the camps. I'm hoping they're gone."
 
            "Guess we'll find out soon, huh?" I murmured, cringing at the thought of being an open target.
 
            Harley maneuvered the truck slowly through one of the main roads. I stared at the dark trailers around us suspiciously, looking for some kind of movement. But as we reached the road near the Sheriff's office, we saw only the pile of blackened rubble that I assumed were the other survivors. I felt awful staring at that – I could see the faces of the other people in the trailer, grateful for a bed, for food, for warmth – now they were dead, because the people paid to protect them killed them.
 
            I swallowed tightly. I wondered if Benson and Sandy regretted what they had to do. Could they just not do something if they were told? In this life of new lawlessness, did they have to follow orders? Couldn't they just run on their own conscious?
 
            It was such a shame. Benson should've slept with me.
 
            We passed Lockwood, taking a dirt road below Horse Mountain. I stared off past Emmy's head, looking at the destroyed freeway. Cars littered the slope uphill and down, the river carrying heavy debris from the city. I strained my eyes, hoping against hope that I would not see my parents' vehicles in the litter.
 
            Once we started approaching Sparks, the city of Reno was visible to us. In this darkness, without the brilliance of electricity, all I could see where the multiple fires that ate up what was left to give. Smoke layered the snow clouds above, eating at the darkness, displaying only flashes of the night sky. The entire metropolis is cradled within a valley that held tightly onto its pollution, that boasted an open air to the northeast, and a mountain range to the south. Houses littered the base of the valley hills, and the freeways bisected the center.
 
Sparks and Reno are practically one huge mess from the air – separated by invisible boundaries. The casinos downtown were missing – the Nugget lacked its familiar tower, and the Grand Sierra Resort was a half-column of broken windows, wilting steel beams. The Bowling Stadium, Silver Legacy, Eldorado, Harrah’s – all of it was missing. It was as if someone had stretched out from above, swiping their fingers through Reno and uprooting its system from the sewers up. The freeways – I-80 and 395 – were a tumbled mess of concrete, metal, and blackened, empty spaces. The Spaghetti Bowl was no longer there – the Wells noise guard wall was also missing. Where Legends had once stood, Scheels, Best Buy, Target - was a mess of lumpy black. The ferris wheel that once sat in the center of Scheels was lying on I- 80 Eastbound, where the on-ramp from Sparks Boulevard used to be. The Marina next to it was a floating mess – cars littered the man-made ‘pond’, and the apartments that had once stood behind it were missing.
 
Familiar streets that I had once taken in my Honda Civic were uprooted, as if they were stretches of broken thread. There were abandoned vehicles everywhere, lying in the weirdest places – as if thrown by a kid having a tantrum. The hospital that once stood on the hill was completely gone, that side of the area carved sharply away. The ruined vegetation told me that fires had burned here, too. 
 
            It was so empty and desolate. It truly felt as if there was no one left out there, but I knew there had to be.
 
Nate started to sniffle, burying his face into his hands. I wanted to elbow him because if I couldn't cry, he shouldn't be allowed to. I instead stared towards downtown, hoping badly that my parents were there. My chest clenched tightly because I wanted to see them so bad. I felt my eyes sting, and I hoped so freaking hard that they hadn't tried to leave the city to come find me.
 
Despite my earlier resolve, I looked at Harley. I had to wonder who he was looking for as he frowned at the scene we saw. Did he still think of Grace, the snag for New Year's Eve? Or of his father?
 
"Damn, it looks bad," Alex muttered from behind Emmy. "All this time, I've been wanting to come back home. But not to this, man. Not to this."
 
"We'll have to cross the river, here," Harley muttered in response. "Just keep an eye out for those soldiers. They have to be here, somewhere."
 
There was a narrow bridge that looked to join to Sparks-side, promising entrance to the suburb amidst a shadowy factory that I wasn't familiar with. I only saw these sights from the freeway. I didn't know every nook and cranny of it – I was pretty sure the area would lead us to Greg Street, which was a sure shot to the freeway, and to McCarren, which did a full loop around the entirety of Sparks and Reno.   
 
Fifteen minutes later, Harley came to a stop outside a pile of vehicles. From the way they were positioned, it was as if someone had moved a bunch of them via machinery to form a wall. Man made. It made all of us very cautious, slightly scared.
 
Harley cut the truck's engine, and we sat there in silence, watching our breath form as we breathed. "We might have to walk from here," he said low.
 
"It'll be easier," Emmy agreed, opening the door and spilling out with a relieved noise. All of us left the truck, trying to be quiet about it. Stretching out our limbs and wincing at the cold air. I watched Harley favor his left leg, wincing as he put his full weight on it. When he noticed me watching him, he glared at me and went for his pack.
 
"Can you even move it?" I asked low, as Emmy discussed with Alex and Nate the places she used to go in Sparks.
 
"I'm the only one armed right now. They'll shoot me first. That should allow you guys to get to cover, so you better do it, fast," he said in response, pulling his pack on. He then gave a cross expression to the darkness, muttering, "I should've just left a long time ago…"
 
I narrowed my eyes. I didn't know how to feel about that. I knew I could do without him, but…there was this pesky lingering uncertainty within me. I don't know if it were guilt, shame, frustration, annoyance…I don't know what it was. 
 
"C'mon, people. There's a way in, this way," he said, leading the way while he unloaded his gun, checking it. Still limping.
 
Nate and Alex stuck close to him, and Emmy shook her head at me as she caught up to me.
 
"Quit being a bitch, Edith," she hissed. "He didn't have to go back to you. But he did. So get over it."
 
"He's going to slow us down. He's hurt," I insisted.
 
"Then take care of him!"
 
"Ew," I said out of reaction. "I don't take care of guys, Em."
 
"Emmy! You're so selfish, Edith! He really cares about you, and you're so bitchy towards him - !"
 
I gave a heavy sigh, finding it too complicated to explain to Emmy what I felt about the situation. "When you're older, you'll understand."
 
"I just hope I'm a way better person than you," she muttered, walking ahead to join the guys.
 
I frowned because…I hoped she was, too.
 
: :
 
            Nearly forty-five minutes later, we were standing on the Sparks Boulevard overpass, overlooking I-80, with the Legends shopping center to our left. There were so many abandoned vehicles on the overpass, on the on and off ramps that it was almost as if every living being had been sucked right out of their car. Some of them were smashed, overturned, like someone had played bumper cars with all of them. Others were just abandoned, doors left open, seats jammed with hastily packed junk. Trucks with trailers took up a lot of room. One of them was lying on its side on the exit ramp, jack-knifed between cement walls.
            
It was dark, and there was an uneasiness to the entire area that left us all jumpy. The silence was immense, save for some gunfire in the distance that didn't sound so safe. We crossed the overpass and was almost near the Taco Bell within the Legends mall area when I decided to speak up.
 
"I want to go that way," I said, pointing towards the center of Reno. I looked at Harley, because, for some reason, the others were looking to him for guidance. It was a little weird. My next question was more cautious. "Why aren't we going that way?"
 
"I think…with the state of things, the way the city was hit, that pretty much the…the aliens," he stuttered over this word, obviously unable to accept things as they happened, "are done with it. The soldiers patrolling the area won't look there for any more stragglers. It might be safest."
 
I gave him a skeptical look before looking back over the mangled mess. It wasn't even a freeway, anymore. It was a route of devastation and ruin. It was as if someone massive had just – it actually looked like footprints, to be honest. I squinted, trying to see if this was a sure thing. Those giant mechas had to have done this.
 
"Why are we going along with what she says?" Nate then asked, giving me an expression of disgust. "Remember what happened the last time?"
 
"We were headed that way in the first place," Emmy interjected, before either I or Harley could speak up. "You came along for the ride. If you want to go somewhere different, then you're free to go."
 
I couldn't help but look at her with appreciation.
 
"I thought we were a group!"
 
"We are! Before we met you, we already had a destination in mind!"
 
"I live in Cold Springs, so…it's along the way," Harley said, a little low.
 
Nate looked at him and Alex for help, seeing as he wasn't convincing the females that his cause was greater than mine. "I can't go – I can't do this on my own, you guys. I can't just – I need to go that way."
 
He pointed towards the north end of Reno, which was I-80 straight through the center of the city. I started to feel a little guilty because my way would mean Emmy and Harley had to leave their path by some miles.
 
"Then come with us as far as we go," Harley said, easing himself to sit on the cold ground. He grimaced as he did so, and I frowned down at him, eyeing the knee he began rubbing with both hands. Emmy crouched down next to him with a concerned expression while Alex surveyed the wreckage of the freeway, not participating in anything.
 
"But I need someone to go with me!"
 
"Sorry, buddy, but our plans take us in the opposite direction."
 
"You guys can't just leave me – it's all your fault!" Nate then accused, pointing at me. "It's real obvious why you're getting all the consideration, you who - !"
 
"Cut it out. We were headed for that destination before we even met you," Harley snapped at him. "After everything that's happened so far, I don't think we're going to make any big decisions following people we meet. It seems that every one of them is trying to kill us, anyway."
 
"I'm cool hanging with you guys," Alex said, turning to look at us. He gave a gesture out at the city behind us. "Look at this place…I bet the valley was hit hard – I don't think any of my family made it. I don't think I'm even gonna try. What's the point?"
 
"We're going to Harley's dad's place," Emmy told him shyly. "He's armed and dangerous, I hear. I mean, c'mon – if Harley's this, then think about where his dad's coming from."
 
"I'm way excited," Alex agreed, and I was bewildered to the expressions of approval from the teens as they looked at Harley. Meanwhile, the scrawny dork looked awkward at their praise. Nate gave a curse, hands on his hips. "I'm pretty much thinking we'll live together, forever, with this guy."
 
Emmy blushed.
 
Ever the protective parent, Harley gave Alex a suspicious look. Alex was quick to wave his hands around, saying hastily, "I mean, not like - ! I'm not in it for that, I'm just - !"
 
"It isn't fair," Nate insisted. "I can't do this on my own! I just want to get to Trevor - !"
 
"It's not like we're making you go with us," I said. "We're going that way. If it's faster for you, go back to McCarren."
 
"As far as I'm concerned, anything you say or do is irrelevant to me," he said haughtily.
 
"Unfortunately, she's right," Harley said bitterly. "I'm sorry, things are…chaotic. After everything that's happened thus far, I can't find any other reason to deviate from the path we've already planned on taking."
 
God, he sounded like such a dork. But Nate glared at him and Harley looked uncomfortable because it was obvious he wasn't used to being in charge – but everyone kept looking to him for direction, and he couldn't snake out of it. Alex crouched down next to the wall, looking up at the snow that fell gently – while it hit the ground, it wasn't sticking as badly as it was in Patrick. I noticed him and Emmy sneaking looks at each other.
 
I adjusted my messenger bag. "Well, shall we continue?"
 
"WE should take a break," Alex spoke up, looking at me. "I think his knee's hurt."
 
"No, it's fine – " Harley started to say when Emmy said firmly, "We need to find a place to stay, Edith. He might've twisted it when Tom stuffed him into the trunk."
 
I gave an impatient frown at him while the teenagers stared at me, waiting for me to argue. It looked like everyone was going to jump on me for wanting to move on, so I clenched my teeth. I just wanted to go home – I could see it – I was in the city, I just wanted to go home - !
 
But at the same time, since we were in Sparks, it would be easy for these guys to just find a place to squat in while Harley rested his leg, or whatever. My throat tightened at spending more time away from my parents. I figured I could just leave these guys – it should be that hard to get home! 
 
BUT - !
 
"Okay, okay," I said with a tight grimace. "Look, Legends is right there. It's a huge place. And there's apartments, too. We can find supplies."
 
I figured I could ditch them when they were settled in Scheel's. I wasn't about to be deterred from my path. I caught the relieved expression on Harley's face, and felt a tiny stab in my chest. I'm not sure if it was from guilt or my own wretched selfishness screaming impatiently at them, but it made me wince. I guess he was more hurt than I wanted to accept, and we'd walked a good distance for the injury to grow worse.
 
Emmy gave me a cheery smile while Nate grumbled, walking away from us. I thought he was going to leave us, but he just walked out from behind the UPS Delivery truck we were sitting behind. I was going to follow him because I wanted to see what sort of an obstacle course we were going to take when Emmy asked Harley to show her his knee. Alex said something I didn't catch – I was watching Nate because his head jerked around so quickly that my heart skipped a beat.
 
Not even a moment later, Nate was crumbling to his knees, and this pulpy noise caused us all to jump. My eyes widened as I realized what had happened, looking down with a dazed expression as what was left of his brains spilled out right next to Alex. The three on the ground scrambled for cover, and I was frozen because I had just processed what had happened to Nate – I turned in reaction, automatically looking for the shooter when another bullet pinged noisily off the truck's grill.
 
THEN I ducked with a shriek, hands over my head. Bullets showered the area, and I scrambled to cram myself against the truck's wheel, watching as Harley pushed Emmy underneath a sedan. Alex rolled flat on the concrete and covered his head with both hands. Harley reached for him, and time froze at that moment – seeing him react instantly to protect these two kids, of no relation to him, made something snap in me.
 
He single handedly hauled Alex off the pavement and pushed him next to Emmy – from a standing point, they were hidden. He went for his gun, and he winced for a brief moment as he bumped that knee – I knew at that point it was up to me to step up. I felt intense fear and anxiety hit me, nearly knocking the breath from me. I knew I had to do something – I knew it was my turn to help people, especially him.
 
I figured since Nate was hit from the side, the shooter was coming from the ramp nearby – I didn't have much time to think about what I was doing as I saw Harley getting to his feet. I scrambled to mine, and just ran for the Legends mall. I figured, in the back of my mind, that if I could get the attention of the shooter, they wouldn't see Harley and the kids. They'd see me, and maybe he could, like, shoot them because they were focused on me – it made sense in my mind.
 
Bullets hit the cars I ran past – I shrieked and hollered, covering my head with my hands, and ran like these dudes were right behind me. It felt like all my hairs were standing on end as glass shattered, and I felt shards of stuff hit me from all sides. They were hitting the concrete guardrail, and I could hear them shouting directions to each other on intercepting me. The crack of gunfire told me they had assault weapons, and this continuous release of firepower had my mind snapping to visions of Modern Warfare, Call of Duty moments – they wanted to freaking kill me - !
 
I ran without looking back and hunched my shoulders because I knew if I made myself a small target, they couldn't hit me that quick.
 
I heard gunfire coming from behind me, and the soldiers' startled shouts. I chanced a look, tripping ungracefully over some decorative flowerbush. But once I righted myself, sputtering out dirt and snow, I saw that Harley was shooting each guy that was caught in his sights. One by one, under the crack of that rifle, a soldier fell.
 
There had been four of them, and as Harley searched for any signs of more, I spit and coughed out the debris I'd inhaled, rising slowly from the wet ground. As I wiped my face, struggling to catch my breath, Harley coaxed the kids out from their hiding spot and hurried them in my direction.
 
"Goddamn you!" I heard him shout angrily. I had to admit, in my rattled mind, that his angry shout sounded a little…well, hot. Like a man. I had to look twice just to make sure this was the same guy that I'd left the warehouse with.
 
I tried to look indignant, but he cursed up a storm as he hobbled up to us, pausing briefly to look through the dead guys' pockets, packs, for valuables. It gave Emmy enough time to squeal and hug me tightly.
 
"You're so awesome," she whispered. "They didn't even look our way when you took off!"
 
"Just like I planned," I coughed, but Alex was giving me a look that told me otherwise. I spit the last of the dirt out as Harley caught up to us, glaring at me as he reloaded what looked to be a beautiful Spaz 12.
 
"Quit running off like that!" he snapped. 
 
"You're welcome," I said sweetly. "Dear."
 
"I can't even take you seriously when you look like that," he muttered, striding ahead. I wiped my face once more, finding that more dirt was caked around my cheeks and mouth, and I grumbled about it. Once I realized we were still headed towards Scheels, I looked back at the mangled freeway, giving a low sigh of frustration.
 
"Well, at least we don't have to hear Nate whine, anymore," I muttered, Alex snorting before we received the look of fury from the guy with the hunting rifle. Alex blamed me for it with an expression of consternation, but I didn't care. I was totally right – they were all thinking it.
 
: :
 
            I should have figured, with the way the Ferris Wheel sat in the mangled freeway, that the insides weren't as intact as we thought. But I was wrong. It looked as if something massive had just piled the very insides of the building into this weird, huge mound that was tucked inside the center. It pushed outward into the shopping area with a mangled, worm-like appearance. At first I wondered if it were a garden of some sort, the way the mounds were set.
 
            Then I realized I didn't want to know what was planted underfoot.
 
            I turned and examined my messy reflection in what was left of the tinted windows that had once been entrance doors. The other three ventured into what space was available to them, gaping at the damage. I was embarrassed by my appearance, frantically wiping dirt from my forehead, chin and mouth.
 
            "I don't think we should be here," Emmy muttered, reaching out to Harley's pack and hiding behind him. "It feels weird in here."
 
            "Like…almost like there's electricity running closeby," Harley murmured. "Like a transformer."
 
            "A robot?" Alex asked curiously, causing me to whip around, thinking about the mechas I'd seen.
 
            "No. I guess it's the base where electricity is sorted and – "
 
            "Oh. Duh."
 
            "Look at my hair!" Emmy exclaimed as I walked over to join them. Her blond hair was pulling upward, as if she were touching one of those electric ball-things. As I grew closer to them, I definitely felt the effect – it was a freaky charge of power in the air, making my skin tingly and my ears ring. I blinked, looking for the source of the energy.
 
            "I think we should go," Harley then said slowly. "There might be some downed power lines in the area. If we can't see it, we might get fried accidently."
 
            "Good idea," Emmy said hastily, heading back towards the doors. Alex hurried forward, towards what looked to be a bunch of clothes. He cheered once he saw that it was a black hooded sweater with that Jordan guy on the front. Harley waited for him to pull it on while I caught sight of a black, glittery light coming from behind some support beams. I thought it was one of the massive fish that had swum in the tanks near the registers that Scheels boasted – I tried not to feel sorry for something that probably didn't have a brain.
 
            We began walking towards the Sparks Marina, the stench of smoke making me cringe. The kids hurried on ahead, looking through cars that had been parked in the lot – most of them were uplifted and scattered about, almost like something massive had picked them up and tossed them towards the freeway. As a result, there were things lying on the snowy concrete – purses, clothes, sports items, cellphones. People. I tried not to look at the dead people, their rigid bodies looking like bloated mannequins with stiff limbs splayed about and gruesome injuries staining the snow.
 
“That thing was huge,” Harley muttered, jaw tensing. “Back at the warehouse? I don’t see why they needed anything else to finish us off if those were tearing the city up.”
 
“Gundams are weapons of war,” I said. “This is war, right?”
 
He gave me a confused look, then decided he didn’t want to know what a Gundam was. “Not if one side didn’t even have a chance!’
 
“Psh, sure we do. Look at us, now, Hurl. We’re living. And this is America, undoubtedly, we’ll round up the troops and kick ass,’ I said with confidence. I reached into my messenger bag, withdrawing my compact and chapstick. I took a few moments of applying before putting things back with a confident pat over the straps. “It’s only a matter of time, actually.”
 
He snorted and rolled his eyes, adjusting his pack. 
 
 “In all the games I’ve played, there’s a hero out there, waiting to save us. Everything has a hero – we just need to make it until then.”
 
He gave the sky a look that made me feel insulted. The one that was then directed at me made feel small, and I immediately felt like an idiot. I hated that feeling. So I scowled.
 
“I’ve never met someone so delusional,” Harley said, sounding incredulous. “Honestly, you’re like – the outside is one presentation, but now that you’ve opened your mouth, you’re this…sometimes, I feel like just walking away from it. Y’know?”
 
I grit my teeth. For some reason, I felt hurt, but at the same time, I convinced myself not to take this guy’s words to heart. He should be thankful I even gave him a chance. All guys like him wanted a girl like me – otherwise, why were Asians in such popular demand?
 
“I might be an idiot, but who’s the idiot that made it this far?”
 
“With our help!”
 
I grit my teeth again because…he was right. Then I was angry because I couldn’t even come up with a comeback to that, and I glared at my feet. I just wanted to go home. I wanted to go home to mom and dad and feel like I was somebody, again. I wanted to feel comfortable knowing that people wanted me around, and patiently dealt with my ‘stupidity’ in a way that didn’t make me feel so crappy. 
 
“It’s a little sad,” Harley interrupted my pity-party, glancing at me, “that you got this far thinking that you’re valuable for your physical attributes, when everyone’s focused on survival. Honestly, there’s no depth to you. Your personality sucks. You’re shallow, vain, and obviously delusional, if you think we’ll make it out the way that you described. You can’t kill zombies with lipstick or cute clothes, Edith! Our future is uncertain! Any of us could get killed at any moment, and what are you going to do, then?”
 
“You are a dick that I should’ve never paid attention to, ever. I could make it on my own! Home is right over there! I don’t need you guys to get that far!”
 
“Well, if you really think so, then you go on ahead,” he snapped, pausing. “I don’t see the point of going out of our way to go that way!”
 
“What’s going on?” Emmy asked, venturing over and looking at us with a bewildered expression. “Why are you guys fighting?’
 
I felt my eyes stinging, again. I felt uneasy and hurt because I didn’t like the way Harley was talking to me. I didn’t like being reminded that I wasn’t worth anything other than my looks. It was like I was being told this all over again by my exes, and I felt that small part of me cry out for my parents.
 
“She’s fucking delusional!” he exclaimed, glaring at me.
 
“He’s a fucking prick!” I snapped.
 
“Guys, c’mon, whatever it was, we don’t have to do this,” Emmy pleaded as Alex joined her. “We need to stick together.”
 
“I can’t work with someone like her! I don’t feel like losing my life because she thinks cartoons and movies will save us!”
 
“This man is depressing and dull, and he can’t bother looking outside the box!”
 
“The box you’re looking out of is straight out of a mental institution!”
 
“I think we’re all just freaking out because we’re tired, we’re stressed out,” Emmy interrupted, coming between us. She immediately started crying, and I frowned at her, wondering if this show would even work on an idiot like Harley. “I don’t want you two to fight anymore! I’m fucking attached to you guys - ! I don’t know what to do without either of you!”
 
“Stop that, that’s not helping anybody,” Harley said gruffly, frowning at her. “Crying’s not going to solve anything.”
 
“He’s just fucking tired! He was up all night, Edith! And you keep picking on him!” Emmy sobbed, glaring at me. Then she looked at Harley. “Obviously Edith isn’t your typical Walmart creature, Harley, so of course she’s not going to think the way you do!”
 
“I just think that if we’re going to get through this shit, we all have to think rationally,” Harley said loudly, looking uncomfortable as Emmy sobbed into her hands. Alex looked struck, like he didn’t know what to say or do, looking at all of us with a grimace. “Comparing some of this shit to cartoons and video games hasn’t helped us so far – “
 
“God, this the only way I know how to get through this, you fucking asshole!” I snapped at him.
 
“Well, it’s stupid because it’s unrealistic - !”
 
“And you’re stupid because you’re not - !”
 
“Quit calling me stupid!”
 
“Oh my God, you two,” Alex finally interrupted, rubbing his eyes. “Emmy, c’mon, girl, don’t cry. We’re all tired. We could use some sleep. C’mon, let’s just bunk down somewhere and sleep. Maybe we’ll feel differently then.”
 
“No, I’m not stopping,” I said, stepping away from them. “I’m going on ahead. Harley thinks I’ll kill you all – you guys go back and find shelter.”
 
“No, that’s not a good idea - !”
 
“Fine, go,” Harley said to me, over Alex. “Nobody’s holding you back. I’ll get these kids to safety – “
 
“NO!” Emmy shouted, reaching out to grab my arm. “No, don’t go! Don’t go! Stop telling her that, Harley! We’re not breaking up!”
 
“If she can do better than us, then that’s it for her. Let her.”
 
“NO!”
 
“Keep your voice down,” Harley then hissed.
 
“DON’T TELL ME WHAT TO DO!”
 
“I can do better!” I declared, managing to free myself from Emmy. I strode a few feet away from them while Emmy cried noisily. Honestly, our voices were ringing throughout the stillness of the area, and I was feeling really uneasy with it. At the same time, I felt a combination of things, and I was never the type to hold it back. I wanted to prove that I could do better without him. “Fuck you, Harley!”
 
“No! Don’t go, Edith, don’t go!” Emmy unleashed this unnaturally high scream that gave me chills.
 
“Emmy, calm down - ! You’ll attract something our way!” Harley snapped at her.
 
“You’re bugging out, man, stop talking to her like that!” Alex snapped back at him, trying to reach for Emmy as she bear hugged me.
 
“Oh my God, Emmy, chill out,” I complained, struggling to pull away from her. “Honestly, that redneck’s right – he’s better suited for this environment. I’ll just end up slowing you guys down – “
 
“He’s just tired, Edith!”
 
“Look, we’ll just hide out here, until morning,” Harley snapped at both of us. “All of us. You too, idiot. Once we get some rest, things will look different.”
 
“Don’t call me an ‘idiot’, stupid. I’m not staying.”
 
“Then walk. Walk away!”
 
“I hope those mechas step on you,” I snapped, freeing myself from Emmy while he pulled her away from me. Emmy sobbed heavily, sinking to her knees, so he had to fight to hold her up. Alex didn’t know what to do, looking from me to Harley with an indecisive expression, so he went to Emmy instead. 
 
“I hope you return to Earth while those things eat you,” he said back, turning away to glare at Scheels.
 
I flipped him off, then turned and began striding for the freeway. I felt so stupid because then my eyes burned, and I did feel worthless because guys did only want me for my looks, and I was alone in this stupid place and - !
 
Anyway, I wasn’t going to show that stupid redneck my tears. I broke into a light run because I could still hear Emmy crying after me, and I didn’t want them to hear me start to hiccup.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
 
I sniffled noisily and blew my nose into this jacket I’d found. I was hiding at the top level of one of the theater rooms within the broken ruins of the Sparks theater, and while it was empty, it was dark, quiet, and allowed me to see anything coming and going. There were some dead people piled near the exits, and their quiet corpses reassured me in that I was truly alone.
 
I felt so angry and frustrated, tired, stressed – I hated that Harley’s words affected me. I hated to see that I wasn’t actually valuable to anybody. I just wanted to go home – I knew I was valuable to my parents. If not anything else in the world, my parents loved me and wanted me home, safe and sound. But I felt awful because I’d lived my life thinking about how wonderful a physical trophy I was to the men I found. My looks got me anything and everything I could ever want – but when it came to someone actually liking me for me – well…that’s why I had a string of exes behind me.
 
I blew my nose again, and then cleaned carefully. I don’t know why this stuff matters, right now. I guess it took my mind off the events around me. Made things feel a little normal, I guess. Kinda made me forget that people were slaughtered by zombies and giant mechas destroyed small cities. That sorta thing.
 
Stupid Harley, anyway. I didn’t ask for him to like me. Why should his opinion matter?  He’s just a stupid redneck with old, ugly running shoes and a squinting problem. I bet he needs glasses, but he already looks like a dork, and he knows it.
 
Alex and Emmy were right. We were all super tired. After I found this spot, I’d gone to sleep, and the sun was right over head, casting crazy shadows within the hallway down below. I was starving, but I still had some food leftover from the Patrick place. I figured I’d save that and go get some popcorn, or something, from the broken food area below. I left the theater and found the bathrooms somewhat intact. I had to crouch close to the floor to look into a mirror, water and ice coating the ugly linoleum. There was a couple of corpses in the back stall area, their legs visible – I didn’t go look at them to see how they’d died.
 
After I cleaned myself as best as I could, I left the theater. The Nugget across the street was unrecognizable from this angle. The buildings nearby – the Silver Club, a couple of parking garages, a couple of the Nugget’s smaller properties – were all crumbled ruins, spilling over buckled concrete and abandoned vehicles that people left behind in their haste to escape.
 
I jumped because I heard a collection of roars, barks and ugly screams that caused my flesh to pimple. Rabid. I knew they were somewhere in the distance, but I felt the immediate urge to run for a high hiding place. An accompanying high-pitched scream of an Usher pushed me into a run, so I went for the Silver Club nearby. The front half of the building pushed down into an incline to the street, but parts of it were intact. I just had to climb up certain parts to reach one of the higher levels.
 
As I was climbing, I heard the immense sound of people running frantically. I glanced over my shoulder to see a pack of Rabid racing for the theater, in that same flock formation I’d seen earlier. An Usher walked in this crazy pace after them, arms swinging wide. It was exactly as Harley had said – it was directing the Rabid with a series of noises and limb movement. I had to wonder how it knew I was around – I finished my climb and collapsed into a broken room that reeked of cigarette smoke. I pushed myself against the wall and stared out at the freeway nearby. I could hear the Usher grunting and growling, the flock of Rabid moving rapidly in the area. Their barks, screams and wheezing breath made my heart race.
 
I began to sweat, wondering how the Usher knew I was there. If it would find me within this building. Could it smell me? Hear me?
 
I held my breath in intervals, too scared to look over the concrete rock pile I’d climbed to look for them. Hearing them was bad enough.
 
Something emitted a shriek so shrill and ear piercing that I clapped my hands over my ears. It wasn’t close by, and I felt unnatural fear weigh over me, like I’d been spotted. A series of clicks and hisses alerted me that there was something new, down there. I was scared because I didn’t know how I was going to escape this position, and I didn’t want to get eaten. But it continued away from me, suggesting that this thing was down on the street, somewhere. The Usher replied in a lower yodel, and the flock was moving away from the Silver Club. 
 
I was too scared to look, because I knew that if I did, I would be spotted. I made myself into a small ball and just hid, listening to the noises as they eventually faded away.
 
The sun moved slowly. The silence of the city was unnatural. It was so still. It felt like I was in an alien land, surrounded by things that were only memories of the places I was familiar with. Eventually, I started to relax. I ate a couple of protein bars, drank some water, and picked at my manicure. From my position, I could see the freeway – I figured if I continued along that, I would reach downtown by tonight. I could hide in a car, or something, until day arrived, then continue walking to home.
 
I should be home by tomorrow. I was excited at the thought of seeing my parents, and I rose, dusting myself off. I almost looked at the mirror above the dresser nearby just to check my appearance, but then stupid Harley’s words came back to me, and I resisted.
 
It took me an hour to climb down. Things were so much easier when one was hopped up on adrenaline. By the time I made it down to the street, the sun was even further across the sky, and I worried at the thought of not making my schedule. Moving into a brisk pace, I hurried towards Rock Boulevard, towards the on-ramp, there. My feet ached, I noticed. My legs were tired, my eyes were heavy with bags from crying, and I was freaking starving. My hair was in my face, and I felt so clumsy avoiding debris in the road, in climbing over obstacles that tried to prevent me access to the freeway.
 
I was already out of breath, and my hands hurt in the cold, from gripping stuff. I was tired and miserable, and all I could think of was sleeping in my own bed. I saw the high freeway wall that rose from Rock, all these vehicles piled around it. There was heavy black smoke coming from the area, and I hesitated because it looked as if I were blocked from entering the freeway at that point. I’d have to climb on the smoking vehicles to do so, and I knew that wasn’t an option. I looked down below the overpass and saw that it was gone – in its place was a giant crater. A footstep from one of those things. I figured I could climb up from there, but then I saw movement.
 
I crouched quickly behind a Corolla with its driver’s side door open. Peering around it, I saw people moving swiftly with guns and dirtied faces. They were all men with heavy bags, and I felt my stomach clench with anxiety. I decided I wasn’t going to allow myself to be seen by those guys – I turned away from that area and headed back the way I’d come. Only their voices alerted me to their closeness, so I crawled into the back of a truck and flattened myself on its bed. They were going through all the vehicles – I could hear them opening and shutting doors, talking quickly amongst each other.
 
One of them was talking nastily about finding a woman, others chiming in with glee, so of course my anxiety increased.
 
All the bullshit horrors happening the world, and these guys were worried about finding a lay. I thought about the harem that Jeff and his crew wanted to start in the warehouse and wondered if those women had escaped.
 
Eventually they passed, heading further up Rock, but I saw that the day was passing quickly. I didn’t want to get caught in the cold – the temperatures were crazy cold at night. With a heavy sigh, I pulled myself up from the truck and looked back at the gas station I passed. I could go back to the theater. Or to the Silver Club.
 
Or I could continue ahead and find shelter in one of the cheap hotels ahead, on Victorian. I jumped down and began heading in that direction, looking cautiously for the guys that had passed me by. I was just nearing the gas station when multiple gun shots fired out, and screams erupted. I instantly recognized the sounds of the Rabid, and those guys that had passed by were their find.
 
They were up Rock, near Prater – too close for my comfort. I could see flashes of movement as the men were hunted down by the Usher and its Rabid. The human and alien screams echoed throughout the area, and I ran because I wanted a head start. The Usher gave a surprisingly loud roar that was directed in my direction – I knew it spotted me. It was similar to the feeling of someone yelling ‘Hey you!’ without using your name. I was nearing a hotel that promised German speakers when I knew I wouldn’t find a place to hide in time. I began trying the doors of the vehicles that had been abandoned, and prepared to leap into the first one that opened.
 
Before I could jump in, the smell of urine and shit hitting me, a dog leapt out with a loud bark. It almost knocked me down, and I didn’t have that much time to get up and run again, so I made the decision to slide underneath the car. The barking dog caught the attention of the Rabid. Their snarls and barks had the dog racing off in another direction, the flock following it while the Usher roared. The ground rumbled with its weight – from my position, I could see the group moving away from my area. The dog was too fast for them to catch up, the animal running for dear life. I waited for some time, amazed at my luck.
 
: :
 
I decided to seek out shelter at Rail City. It smelled foul inside, but it was growing dark, fast, so shelter was necessary at this point. The lights were still on, flashing in this endless way – there were many corpses littering the floor, within the aisles of the machines, near the restrooms, by the restaurant…though some of the machines made repetitive noises that made me nervous, it appeared that this place was abandoned. Despite it all, I stayed because it was warm. This place must have had its own back-up power source when everything else in the city was dead – I had to take advantage of it.
 
It seemed empty, so I stayed on alert, keeping quiet as I ventured for a good spot to sleep. I found one in the upstairs security office, which allowed me to watch the big screen of the security cameras focused on the outside parking lot, sidewalks, and the entrance doors.
 
Someone had left a big security jacket hanging nearby, so I wrapped myself in it and stared at the screen in silence.
 
I felt lost and abandoned at that point. My mind was tired. I was starving. My legs felt like lead, my feet hurt in ways that I felt when I first started working at the warehouse. I kept thinking about my parents so much that I just wished I could somehow teleport home and it would all be okay.
 
Then I thought about Harley and his mean words, and I felt stupid all over again.
 
I felt ashamed because of the way I’d lived my life. Putting all material items first and then not really learning, like, essential things. Like knowing what to do in a fucking zombie/alien apocalypse. That sort of thing. It felt like everyone but me knew what to do to survive, and all I was doing was running away from things. Surviving by chance and luck.
 
I sniffled, tearing up again. I just wanted to be home, at this point. I don’t care what happened after that – I just wanted to be at home, surrounded by the things I was familiar with, and I wanted to hear my parents’ voices. I wanted mom’s fingers in my hair, and I wanted to hear my dad bawling me out for something – I didn’t want to do this, anymore. I didn’t want to walk anymore, I don’t want to run away from things, I don’t want to fight with people that were looking to hurt me. I just wanted to be home.
 
I cried quietly, pressing my hands against my face. 
 
After awhile, I cleaned myself up. I then watched the security cameras until I fell asleep awkwardly in the chair.
 
When morning came, I shuffled my way to the restrooms, used it, cleaned up my face and as much of myself as I possibly could. I left the building cautiously, examining the area around me. I didn’t hear anything unusual, and the smell of smoke caught my attention. I walked around the building to see that there were some trailers on fire in the nearby trailer park, and a crowd of people were running from it. I thought they were Rabid at first, but some were carrying children, and men were taking lead. I felt some comfort watching this – a sort of relief that there was still some good in this world.
 
I didn’t join them – I continued heading west, intent on getting home. I walked Virginia street for some time, anxiously examining the areas around me for signs of Rabid, new aliens, and people. Along the river bank, birds sang. It was almost comforting to hear wildlife carrying on like normal. I crossed the bridge, nearing Kuenzli. I could take that street down to Wells, and I would be instantly closer to home. California Avenue wasn’t that far away from Wells – I felt my heart skip a beat, overjoyed that I was a half day’s walk from home.
 
I was just coming up the crosswalk between Mill’s End Fabric and the Save mart across from it when I heard a strange noise.
 
Immediately cautious, I began searching for a place to hide. I turned and ran for the Save Mart, hoping I wouldn’t run into people inside. The store was deserted, dark, and it smelled of death. I had to step over some dead people near the door to get to one of the aisles. I crouched down, breathing heavily, watching outside the glass doors for whatever it was that had scared me.
 
Some time had passed when I convinced myself that whatever it was had passed by. I couldn’t even define what the noise had been. I left the building, straining my ears to hear something out of place. I did hear the faint rumbles of incoming aircraft. Scanning the skies, I hooded my eyes with my hand and stepped out towards the parking lot. I turned to face the area I'd just left when everything happened at once.
 
This massive crash of sound and force destroyed the Save Mart. A strange series of noises emerged a distance over my head as heavy feet maneuvered around me. There was a mecha standing proudly above me – how it eluded my senses was beyond me. I had no idea where it had come from.
 
The noises were coming from it, and its head was turning, following the sight of something in the skies. I looked in that direction, so in awe of the thing that I didn't even think to move out from underfoot. One leg was literally brushing against my arm, and the other had yet to lift, so I was directly between its feet. My mouth fell open and I was visually drinking in what I was seeing. I realized that it was speaking aloud, its words obviously alien and indecipherable, but the way it positioned itself suggested that it was ready for defense, addressing the aircraft in the sky.
 
The rumbling noises in the sky began to grow louder, and I looked in the same direction as it was. There were fighter jets coming in, and it was then I realized my danger. I dropped my hands, turned, and began running for the adult superstore ahead of me. The mecha moved at that moment, its foot inches from my feet, and I nearly tripped with its proximity. It shifted over me, landing a very short distance away from me. I scrambled to my feet and ran in the other direction as a series of explosions from the sky alerted me to an attack from the jets towards the mecha.
 
The roar of noise and crashing sounds of impact nearly deafened me. I ran back towards the freeway overpass, covering my head. The mecha stumbled, and as I glanced back at it to judge its distance, it whirled around, releasing bright explosives of its own after the jets as they flew by.
 
Five small flares leapt into the air from the mecha, and slammed into one of the jets, causing a massive fireball in the sky. Debris rained down onto the city, and at that point, I turned and sprinted back towards Galletti. I was out of breath, weak, but I didn't want to get caught up in that mess. From the heavy roar of sound that began to move away from me, I had to guess that the mecha was moving away from the area, the jets following at a safe distance.
 
This battle continued on for some time. I could hear the scream of the jets as they circled, releasing their rockets or whatever on the giant robot. I could hear it continue to 'talk' in that weird way it had, the sounds growing fainter as it continued away from the center of the city.
 
I couldn't run anymore, by the time I reached Victorian, again. I stared in frustration at the casino I'd left that morning, struggling for breath. Hands on my knees, I lowered my head to catch my breath. My heart was beating so hard that I could barely hear over it. I was so sweaty that I knew I'd lost at least half of my foundation and blush. I looked back the way I'd came, giving a frustrated curse. When I looked up in the sky, there was only one jet circling its way upward, and that, too, exploded into a brilliant ball of flame and smoke when the mecha's flare touched it.
 
I bit my lip, then. Scanned the rest of the sky for any other signs of our aircraft and feeling slightly bothered that there wasn't any. Did this mean anything? Were we truly alone, hopeless to win against the alien threat?
 
Swallowing hard, I rummaged through my bag for my water, and took a few gulps. I had just savored the feeling of hydration in my dry mouth when I saw the horde coming at me from Victorian. I dropped my water and screamed, running up Virginia, to where it switched to El Rancho. At this point, I was tired, and I didn't think I could run anymore. But when I looked back to see how close the Rabid were to me, I found the energy to stay ahead.
 
The trailer park fire was brilliantly hot, searing the cold air as I ran up El Rancho, running towards the Drive-In. The Rabid's barks, snarls and screams echoed throughout the area, and I struggled to run faster, trying to think of a place to hide in time. The Usher's scream pierced the air – it echoed in the buildings around me. Birds took flight, and a dog barked. The undead were running so fast and hard that their bodies showed their strain. Tendons flexed in what necks were left, teeth were bared, arms swung. Even those that looked as if they shouldn't be running were sprinting with all the power and energy of some trained athlete.
 
I knew at that point I couldn't outrun them. I had to either hide or climb, and they were rapidly catching up to me. I was breathing hard at this point, finding it difficult. By the time I reached the stoplights, I knew I couldn't do this pace, anymore. The vehicles here were smashed together, victims of unstoppable traffic accidents. One of them caught my eye – an open gas tank, with a bright red canister sitting below it, as if someone had been syphoning what was left of it.
 
An idea came to mind, and I ran straight for it, willing numb fingers to dig into the side pockets of my bag. I pulled out the matches, and the can of hairspray. Fumbling with the can, I stuffed it under one arm, panting heavily as I struggled to pull out a few matches. Upon approaching the vehicle, I uncapped the hairspray, tossing the top away. I then jerked out the Security jacket I had taken, and stuffed one sleeve into the open gas tank. It immediately swelled with liquid, so I took a match to it.
 
As flames ripped along the material and caught onto the tank, I expected a Hollywood style explosion – but I remembered dad telling me that it was the fumes that caught caused explosions, not the actual liquid. The air was too cold for the fumes to rise, so I needed to help it along, and that was setting the jacket on fire.
 
I looked back to see how close the horde was to me, and shrieked because they were mere feet away. I unleashed the hairspray in their direction, catching one in the face. He jerked, stumbled and fell, causing others to trip with him in their haste to get to me. I then stuffed the can into the gas tank as well, then scrambled over the trunk, muttering, "OhmyGodohmyGodohmyGod!"
 
I held my breath as I climbed over a smashed Ford Focus, scrambled over the hood of a mini-cooper, then sprinted like mad away from the snarling sounds of the pursuing Rabid. The Usher screamed, loud and long, and it was moments later when the explosion took to the air. It was a deafening sound that was accompanied with a mini-shock wave I felt clear into my chest. I turned to see the work I caused, and gaped at the fireball rising into the air. Rabid stumbled about, engulfed in flames, scratching at themselves.
 
The Usher itself was screaming hoarsely, jerking about, crashing into the vehicles around it in a panicked haste to save itself. Flames licked the air, burning hotly, and I scrambled backwards, giving these breathy sounds of near laughter filled with relief.
 
As black smoke curled upward towards the sky, I caught my breath. Rabid hit the pavement with weakened movements, unable to escape the flame. The Usher itself collapsed against a small pile of moving bodies, and finally died with a screechy gurgle.
 
That was so awesome. I was so amazed at myself!
 
I stared at my work, pausing in place with my hands on my knees to watch those suckers burn.
 
I noticed that the Usher must have mind-control over these things – once it lost control, the Rabid didn't continue their pursuit. They wandered about with a dazed expression, burning brilliantly, not noticing their body's peril. I wondered about that as I straightened and prepared to leave the area.
 
I stopped short because three people were standing so close behind me that I bumped into the guy standing in front. Startled, I jerked backward, unable to gasp because my throat and mouth were so dry. They were observing the damage with stony faces, trying not to look impressed. All of them were armed with crazy military-style weaponry, dressed in urban camo jackets, jeans and worn hunting boots. Their packs were desert camouflage, and one of them had a bloody cinchpack tied to his waist, suggesting some sort of kill.
 
"Good job," the guy in front said, nodding his head. When he looked at me, I swear I knew him from somewhere – his dark hair was almost stylish, floppy on the forehead, with a slight wave. But his face had seen too much sun, so he had wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. His eyes were huge, which I knew instantly was the effect of some drug – dad had pointed out drug user characteristics from time-to-time, forcing me to take note "just in case." 
 
I missed him so much.
 
The other guy was an ethnicity I couldn't place, but he looked a lot more friendly than this guy did. He smiled at me, with both eyes and mouth, so I immediately felt okay with him. He had salt and pepper hair, which was shorter on the sides, and the beginnings of scruff on his jawline. The chick had short cropped hair and I immediately placed her as butchy because…well, I can tell these things. Her entire demeanor screamed 'man in training'.
 
"Where's the rest of your group?" the man in front asked me. I couldn't help but stare at him – I knew I knew him from somewhere, but I just couldn't place…
 
"I don't have one," I mumbled, looking for an escape route. But it felt like no matter what move I did, these predators would destroy me at first action.
 
"You're out here alone?" he asked, lifting an eyebrow. "That's really stupid for a female like you."
 
"I just…I just wanted to go home, and – and the people I was with, they didn't think too much of that decision," I continued to mumble. I had to admit, I felt intimidated by these guys. 
 
"So, you want to get eaten? You like the thought of being raped by a pack of men?" he then asked, and his partner hit him on the shoulder as the delivery, given in monotone, made me feel thissmall. Almost…almost similar to the way Harley had. "That's why you're out by yourself? The packs of the living aren't like those herds of dead."
 
"I just…avoid them," I said lamely.
 
"He's been very mean, lately, but it's only because of the stress," his partner finally spoke up, his voice heavily accented and strangely comforting. He introduced himself with a warm handshake. "My name is Diego. This is Chuck. Our partner here, her name is Chloe. We can take you to safety. There are others, like you, in a safe group on the other side of Sparks. We shall take you there."
 
"But my home's over there," I pointed. "It's off South Virginia, off California – "
 
"Near Reno High?" Chloe spoke up, snapping gum. "Not safe. That's where Camp 7, is."
 
"The vaccinated," Chuck added, giving my outfit a frown. Obviously, he didn't approve of pink and ruffles. "Are you vaccinated?"
 
"Not…not that I know of…what do you mean, Camp 7?"
 
As he spoke, Chuck surveyed the area, looking for danger. He reminded me of a predator on the Discovery channel – a lion, or something. The way his facial features shifted, the tone of his voice – he was the quiet, dangerous character on a video game that went ninja on everybody, but definitely on the side of good. The other two relaxed a little, allowing him to talk while they took positions that allowed them good eye of the area.
 
“Listen. There are three large camps out here. One is ours – we’re in the Sparks area, just off the boulevard, here. The other two camps belong to the vaccinated – they are the majority with weaponry. They have a strong prejudice against those that aren’t vaccinated.”
 
“So…there was a vaccine,” I said, mainly to myself. “I thought they were just stories.”
 
“No. It was true. They," Chuck pointed up at the sky, indicating our invaders. As he spoke, he began moving for the sidewalk, and I followed because he had some sort of magical leash on me, and I felt compelled to listen, "attacked first with releasing the flu strain on us. The military began killing everybody that didn’t have it. And because it’s not certain that this virus is completely dead, they’re still intent on killing us.”
 
The situation was so similar to the second edition in a zombie survival series, where the bodies of the uninfected puzzled the survivors in New Orleans. I wish I could point this out to stupid Harley, who refused to believe in the things that I did.
 
“They’re set up in the center of Reno. Also, they're on Damonte, Camp 2,” he said as he pointed down South of Reno. “These are the only military run camps to survive the uprising so far. Civilians have attacked the others, revolting against their law."
 
Chuck was then leading us up towards the K-Mart shopping center, which was strangely abandoned. There were no vehicles anywhere. Trash fluttered about, and I felt uneasy with the lack of bodies, of presence in this area. I continued to follow, but I looked over my shoulder with a worried expression, noting that I was moving away from the direction I wanted.
 
“They don’t come this way much, but sometimes we run into them when we’re out scavenging,” Chuck continued. “Our camp is still relatively new, but we got rules in order to survive. Clear with me, so far?”
 
I nodded, feeling anxious as we kept moving. They had a brisk pace – I practically had to jog to keep up with them.
 
“The camps keep track of everybody coming in and out. This one has documented every person that made it so far.”
 
“I need to find my parents,” I said, almost on automatic. "We live – I know they're safe, my dad works for the Reno Police Department, homicide."
 
Chuck frowned at me. We ended up stopping right outside of a Payless shoe store so that he could get his thoughts in order. He looked at Diego.
 
 Diego touched my arm – he was like a motherly type, and it started to dawn on me that these two had a relationship of some kind. The way they looked at each other was the same way dad and mom would communicate before adding words to their lecture. “Well…some of the cops we've talked to at the camp mentioned that they were vaccinated months earlier. Their families were offered this same vaccination. We have come to assume that this is what makes them immune. It sounds as if it were preplanned.”
 
Government conspiracies, I assumed silently. Working in cohoots with each other. Who knows, probably next year’s president was some grey alien with human officers. I tried to think of dad ever mentioning his flu shot. Mom did bother him for one every year, but…I don’t remember them ever saying anything about getting flu shots.
 
“The only dangerous things to watch out for are other humans,” Chloe said with a heavy sigh. “And you look like easy bait, princess.”
 
“Were you offered one?” Chuck asked me pointedly. 
 
“No,” I replied, a little sheepishly. I cringed, finding it rather absurd to admit one of my biggest fears at a time like this. “No, I don’t…I…I’m afraid of needles. But my dad never mentioned anything about getting one. I usually know when, because…mom – she always pestered him to get one. They're an older couple, so…”
 
“Then they could be at one of the military-run camps,” Diego murmured, looking at Chuck.
 
At one hand, I felt better thinking that this vaccination saved them from becoming Rabid during the first assault. On another, it meant that they were in places I couldn’t get to without being shot down by militant forces. But maybe they were waiting for me, there. Maybe I wouldn't get shot, with their forces knowing I was going to show up.
 
"Should we take her?" Chloe asked Chuck. "Or just leave her?"
 
"I could just…go on my way," I said, a little too quietly. "I just…I just want to find my parents. That's all. I don't – I don't have anybody else."
 
"What about the other party you were with? Where are they?" Chuck then asked me. "We're collecting as many people as we can away from here. If you don't want to go, then we're not going to make you."
 
"Um, well, we came in from Fernley. Separated at Scheels," I explained briefly.
 
Chuck's face gave this little twist – it was funny, because it made him look a little soft. His eyes turned anxious, and Diego touched his arm, as if giving him support. Clearing his throat, Chuck asked, "Who were your people?"
 
"This redneck from Cold Springs. Harley Troy. A couple of kids we found on the way," I said with a shrug.
 
Chuck's face reddened, and he gave this sound, like he'd been holding his breath for a long time. Diego's face brightened, and when they looked at each other, I instantly realized why Chuck looked so fucking familiar. Before I could even say anything, Chloe asked hastily, "Is he okay? Which way was he going?"
 
"Cold Springs."
 
Chuck whirled away and began to stride back towards Oddie, intending on head west. "He might be taking the freeway home, Diego! We can get there, and look."
 
"No wonder you looked so familiar!" I exclaimed. "I'm beginning to think that cockroach will survive anything. Hey, good luck looking for him!"
 
"Watch out for hordes, princess," Chloe said, shoving past me. I almost fell, but Diego caught me. He gave me a patient look, reaching back into his pack.
 
He withdrew a smaller bag, something I fumbled with as I tried to glare after the big man that had almost stepped on me. "Extra food. Jerky. Matches. Toilet paper. An emergency fire blanket. The camp in Sparks is located at Mendive Middle school. If you should go there, they are keeping tracks of names. You never know – your parents could be there."
 
"But they're probably waiting for me," I said, taking the bag. "I'm just trying to get home."
 
Diego gave me a slight frown, a gentle look of consternation. "If you can get around the military presence there, then I'm sure you'll be fine. But it's hostile. Be careful. Travel at night."
 
I nodded because I felt like I had to, and watched him go. With this valuable information in mind, I looked at the bag that Diego had given me. I clutched it with both hands, feeling panicked because I don't remember dad ever saying anything about a flu shot. I don't remember mom bugging him about one.
 
I had to wonder if they were truly safe, if I was making the right decision in going home. What if they weren't there? What if they were at one of these military camps?
 
What if they weren't in Reno?
 
I swallowed tightly, unsure of what to do, where to go. I gave the empty parking lot a helpless expression, practically mindless with indecision. I wanted to go home, and yet - ! What if I did, and…and then what?





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
 
I thought about what I was going to do in order to find my parents. I also had to think about how, if I found nothing at home, how I was going to approach Camps 2 and 7.
 
I heaved a tired sigh. I was conflicted on my efforts, but…I told myself that if I was able to make it this far, then my parents weren’t that far away from me. My dad could still take care of my mom, and – if luck was carrying me this far, then it shouldn’t be so stingy with them. They were out there somewhere. I just had to keep looking. I sat down and pulled my bag onto my lap. I went through the supplies I had, then found space to put the pack in. Just to be on the safe side, I put my matches in a pocket I could easily reach. Since I was near K-Mart, I figured I should load up on stuff like this.
 
The store was ransacked – everything valuable was gone. Blankets, clothes, camping things, food – but I noticed that some of the household cleaners were left, and I ventured towards these things. I found more hairspray, some Raid, then went looking for dishrags, candles, oil.
 
Afterward, I began my walk on Oddie. I heard a dog barking in the distance, and birds called from the nearby park. I heard a woman's cackle from somewhere in the parking area beyond me – it comforted me that there were survivors still out, but I didn't want to run into any. I was really tired, and couldn't think straight – I was stressed over what Chuck had told me, and I didn't know what I was going to do if I found that my parents weren't at home. Somewhere near the 395 north freeway overpass on Oddie, I paused. I stared out at the houses beyond the freeway, the line of abandoned cars at my front.
 
I could take Oddie directly to Wells. From there, I could get home.
 
But what if they weren't there?
 
My lower lip trembled, and I looked behind me.
 
I could take Oddie all the way back to Prater, and that would take me to Mendive Middle school. A day's walk from this area. I could go there, check in my name, check to see if they were there – after all, it was near I-80, the freeway out to Fernley. What if they had gone looking for me that night? What if their car was stuck there, and they'd walked back - ?
 
Oh, God, I didn't know what to do. What if I went all the way home and discovered that they were in Sparks? Or if I went back to Sparks, and discovered that they weren't there? What if the military guys took them into their safe camp and made it impossible for them to reach me?
 
Either way, I'd have a long walk to do because I made the wrong decision. 
 
I swallowed hard. The area was so silent and still that it felt like time had stopped. Nothing moved. The cold was just as vicious as it had been last night, and though the snow melted, the skies promised more as clouds rolled in from the north. It looked like it had fallen thickly on the mountains, and a strong wind was picking up.
 
I was just about to continue forward on Oddie, to just go as far as I could until nightfall when I heard a strange noise. A horse was jogging down from the on-ramp onto 395 South, and the sight was extremely strange to me. I saw horse trailers all the time – this was still Reno, part of the Wild West, but to see a horse just galloping about from the freeway was just a strange sight to see.
 
It looked as if it noticed me, and began moving in my direction with a sound of discovery. I don't know what to do with horses, how to behave around them – they were more dangerous than dogs, I suppose, and I heard they bite. Anxiously, I looked around myself, intending on walking briskly away from the animal. I heard the sound of its hooves hitting the street as it moved into a gallop, and I figured, from the pace it took, that it wasn't going to kill or attack me in anyway. Maybe it was like a human, just happy to see something living.
 
I turned to address it in some way, and stopped short. I couldn't describe seeing this humanoid thing pull the horse up into the air with a jerk, the animal emitting a scream I'd never heard before. I don't know where this alien thing came from. I didn't even see it appear. It was just suddenly there – eating the horse.
 
I turned and ran because I didn't want to see what happened next – I ran back the way I came, certain that thing was going to come after me. But when I looked back, it was occupied with what remained of the animal that had, moments before, been relieved to see me.
 
I used that occupation to get as far away as possible from the thing, and, in the end, decided to keep on running.
 
: :
 
I found a Hummer overturned on its driver's side near the intersection of Pyramid and Prater and crawled inside. It was cold, I was freezing, tired – I just wanted to sleep. Inside was a sprawl of clothes that had been stuffed into trash bags – things packed in a haste for the people that had owned the vehicle. They were now essential with keeping me warm. I was too scared to light a fire, thinking I'd attract Rabid and the thing that killed the horse. Along with human predators.
 
I pulled as much as the clothes and towels as I could onto me, and cried myself to sleep. I didn't like that I was back in Sparks, I didn't like that I was farther away from home than I was in Fernley – because, dammit, I was just right in town and I was still so far away - !
I cried because I was frustrated, tired, hungry and so fucking alone. I was getting used to not having people around me, and I started to realize that I did need people. Well, people who did things my way, with me.
 
I couldn't help but feel that Harley was lucky to have the kids with him, to have his father mere moments from finding him. I couldn't help but feel jealous, feel anger, and feel frustration that my own father hadn't found me yet. Dad knew how helpless I was – so why hadn't I found him, yet? Didn't he know how much peril I had been in since that First night? Why wasn't he here?
 
I was angry at myself for thinking this way, because I knew he was safe with mom somewhere. I just…I just wanted to be with them. That's all.
 
The next morning, I left the vehicle with sluggish action. I was so sore that moving was an extreme chore. Every part of me ached. I was starving, my feet hurt, I had to pee, but I didn't want to do it out in the open. I wanted working bathrooms, I wanted a shower, I wanted new clothes – I wanted to be in my own bed!
 
I stretched and glared at the streets around me. Nothing moved, but the wind was blowing harder and the clouds were covering up the sun that was shining so brilliantly yesterday. It was definitely going to snow, and I knew I had to get somewhere solid, safe. I wiped my bleary eyes, and begrudgingly headed up Prater. I hoped to God my parents were at the school.
 
I had nearly reached the intersection of Prater and McCarren when I heard the gunshots. They were like firecrackers exploding in a trashcan. I could hear the echo of ricochets, the sound of glass breaking and metal bursting under impact. Shouts rang out, and men screamed at each other to stand down. So much screaming, so many orders – I didn't know where they were coming from. I whirled around as more gunshots rang out, and a cop cruiser's window exploded out by my side.
 
I squealed and crouched, covering my head. Not even moments later, three guys ran by, reloading their guns. They were dressed in military garb, and screaming orders to each other and at those behind them as they whirled around to shoot. One of them was hit, and he fell to the pavement while the other two ducked for cover.
 
The cruiser I sat against shifted as someone crawled atop of it, firing repeatedly with a shotgun. From the death scream, I knew one of the soldiers were dead. The other pleaded for understanding as to why they were being turned upon. Pleading turned to cursing, and more gunshots rang out as the two exchanged rounds with each other.
 
The guy with the shotgun fell on me, dead. I pushed his body away, scrambling to my feet. The moment I was up, my arm was ensnared within a vice-like grip, and people shouted about the area being clear. I had time to see civilians with guns moving briskly with soldiers dressed in various uniforms, all of them looking exhausted. There were more survivors within the group, scared women and children carrying all that they could, and I realized these were the good guys.
 
The guy that grabbed me wasn't a guy at all.
 
"You're fucking kidding me!" Sandy exclaimed, looking extremely pale underneath her freckles. "You okay?"
 
"Are you still shooting everybody?" I asked warily, being pulled alongside her as she then turned away from me and bellowed forcefully towards a guy struggling to strip the dead soldiers' gear from their bodies. Once her attention returned to me, she yanked me along with her, the group of us heading up Prater.
 
"No, not anymore," she said breathlessly. I think it didn't occur to her that I was moving fine – she was pulling me because everyone else was being hustled as best as they could go. Everyone looked exhausted. All but three of the guys were holding onto clinging children, bags stuffed with valuables dangling against wearily moving bodies. I had to wonder if I'd seen these guys yesterday, behind Rail City.
 
"There isn't that many people, anymore," Sandy continued, winded as she glanced around herself. I had to look for Benson, but the guys wearing their helmets looked the same to me. I recognized the Army gear of a couple of soldiers, along with some Marines. I was going to ask Sandy again what branch she and Benson were from when she said, "So we're helping everyone we can find. There's a safe place for all over you, at this school. We're taking you there."
 
"Do I have a choice?" I tried to ask, pulling at my arm when she then looked at me with surprise, then around me, coming to a stop.
 
"Where's the rest of you?"
 
"We went our separate ways. Harley couldn't tolerate my attitude, anymore," I said, rubbing at my arm. "Ow, you have the strength of a man. That's almost a turn-on."
 
"You - !" she trailed off wearily. She pushed me ahead of her, signaling that I keep moving with the others. One of the guys in uniform passed over some bags he had strapped on him, and I almost stumbled as I took them, handling them awkwardly as I slung them around my shoulders.
 
They kept us moving at this grueling pace. The women carrying their children looked like they were going to drop, but their kids kept them going with encouragement, soft cries. The people in uniform had us surrounded with their guns, taking in the area with caution. It wasn't with the duck and hide caution that I had gotten used to. It was practically a sprint towards uncertainty. The civilian guys with guns were telling the soldiers where to go, so it seemed like the friendly military cover had just recently joined their group.
 
"Down! Down!" one of the guys shouted, before gunfire erupted again. Everyone dropped behind abandoned vehicles as bullets sprayed over the metal. Women screamed in panic, frantically covering their children while those with guns began moving to better vantage points to fire back. Sandy shoved me so hard against a Blazer that I knocked my head off the window before collapsing.
 
Two of the civilian guys fell, their guns clattering over the pavement. 
 
An alien scream tore through the air, and Sandy cursed before ducking suddenly. My eyes widened at the sound of an Usher, and the approaching sounds of an incoming Rabid flock. It sounded as if they were coming up from ahead, and I fumbled with my bag, shoving the newest ones off me in a frantic race to get to my supplies. I heard orders shouted away from us as the incoming threat caused those guys to stop shooting at us.
 
Above the sound of the Rabid snarls and screams, the Usher's accompanying commands, Sandy and the others began coaxing the women and children to move with them, using the distraction of the Rabid's intention on the other group of people. The guys on our side were shooting frantically to provide some cover – people screamed those horrendous screams they made when the Rabid overtook them. With how rapidly they changed, I knew this group would be overrun in seconds.
 
I removed my jacket, scanning the cars' gas tanks around me. I found an old Ford truck with a toolbox in the back that had an accessible gas tank. Sandy was busy prompting some of the women to run, pushing children after them, so when she turned to see if I were there, she ran back with a frantic screech. Rabid crawled over the front of the Ford as I lit my jacket on fire. Flames licked the air and quickly warmed the gas tank as I hurried away, pulling out a can of hairspray. I stuffed it into the tank as best as I could, frantic to get some distance.
 
A snarling guy leapt towards Sandy as she was shooting at two newly converted soldiers that reached for her. I went for one of the guns that had been dropped by those shot dead, and just held the trigger down. Recoil caused the gun to jerk back into my face, but the Rabid dropped to the pavement. Sandy stumbled over it, regained her footing, then turned and bullrushed me away from the Rabid that were starting to swarm over the vehicles we'd taken cover behind.
 
It was happening so fast, this horde bigger than the one I'd dealt with earlier.
 
"Sandy! The gas tank! Shoot it!" I hollered over the crazed noises.
 
Sandy whirled as I continued running, and she came to a decision because the pop!-pop!-pop! sound unleashed from her automatic sounded so tame compared to the explosion that rocked the street. I stumbled and fell as heat spread over us, and Sandy crashed down on top of me. But both of us turned to see what had been accomplished, and fiery Rabid snarled, looking for new victims.
 
It seemed hopeless – my plan didn't work. I had the crazy thought that these things adapted, somehow, until I saw the Usher moving around the fire's reach. It had been touched by the explosion, but it made sense that the Rabid were still moving. 
 
"Kill it! Kill it!" I shouted at her. "It controls the zombies!"
 
Gunfire erupted over our heads as some of the guys returned, opening fire on the Usher and the Rabid that came too close. But once the alien fell with a scratchy gurgle, the Rabid stopped their attack. They stumbled about, losing motor functions – the smell of their burning flesh was horrendous. But the soldiers saw what I meant, staring quietly at the burning wreckage as Rabid bodies fell.
 
Sandy hauled me to my feet as the guys with guns surveyed the area for more threats. I brushed myself off, catching my breath, and observed the burning area with another cheesy grin. I looked at her, impressed by my own genius.
 
"See that? I am amazing, aren't I? I figured it out all by myself, with no man to help me," I said proudly, adjusting my vest and shirts underneath.
 
"You did that?" she asked skeptically, trying not to smile too broadly at me. "You figured that out?"
 
"Harley said I was stupid, but who's the stupid one that figured out how to kill aliens and shit? Me." I gestured at myself with both thumbs. Then I licked a finger and touched my ass, making a sizzling sound. It felt good to celebrate success.
 
Sandy laughed while the other soldiers snorted, giving me skeptical looks. Only one of them laughed with her and came up to me, giving me a huge bear hug that took me right off the pavement.
 
"Bad ass alien killer does it again! How does she work such skills outside the kitchen?" Benson asked, setting me aside with another laugh. I was very high with glee in that he was still alive, and couldn't help watching his ass as he turned away and signaled for the group to move with him – they were moving around the spreading fire.
 
Sandy ruffled my hair with some affection, then beckoned for the others to move with us. As we walked, I wished Harley was there – I wanted him to see how capable I was in taking care of myself. These things I was doing, I learned from video games, not hiking in the sagebrush with my dad and his lover. I wanted to prove a point in that I was totally capable of surviving.
 
Once I realized what I was thinking, I made a face and began dragging my feet after the group.
 
: :
 
We trekked back to the CVS at the corner of Prater and McCarren, to tend to the injured, and to take cover from another possible encounter. I grew nervous at their intentions, thinking about Lockwood, but the civilian guys with guns looked comfortable with the defectors that were trying hard to protect the people they'd found. 
 
"I'm surprised you made it on your own," Sandy was saying to me as we took shelter in the shampoo aisle, amidst the debris from the ceiling. The CVS looked as if it had been bombed from the inside – ransacked and destroyed by desperate survivors. "Miss Makeup, and her ridiculous clothing coordination. You look like a page out of a fashion magazine."
 
"I'm flattered by your attention, but I love dick," I said easily. She chuckled, and I liked her even more, inwardly relieved she had a sense of humor despite all the things happening around us.
 
“There were monsters out there, and that’s not counting the things from space,” I grumbled, pulling my jacket tight around me. Sandy exhaled heavily as she lowered herself across from me, slowly extending her legs. She looked exhausted, her face dirty and grimy, making me wince. I don’t know if that was blood dried on her hairline, or mud – I kinda didn’t want to ask, because I didn’t think it was any of my business. I stared at my fingernails, admiring the brilliant red polish.
 
            Around us, the families settled uncomfortably wherever they could. There were some kids crying softly, shell-shocked faces taking in the abandoned CVS with dread. It was growing cold with night falling – shelves were being ransacked for useful things, and I figured I should do the same. Just in case.
            
            But like many other places, this one had been stripped and destroyed; essentials already looted, the mess on the floor testament to hasty scavenging. The pharmacy had nothing more than bare shelves, blood splatters, and bullet holes. The guys in uniform were doing what they could to secure the perimeters at the windows, but I heard Benson radioing one of his guys as a few of them spread throughout the area, looking for a larger, more secure place to move everybody. I looked at Sandy as she struggled to relax – then I rose from the floor, and went looking for useful items in the areas that I could.
 
            I returned to Sandy with a small, one gallon trashcan full of plastic soda bottles, some dish rags, lantern oil, lighters, and other beauty items. She lifted her head to stare at me while I packed my beauty items away with a sense of satisfaction, then examined the other items I’d picked out, struggling to remember what I could do with them. I gathered the soda to me, and walked to the end of the aisle to pour out the liquid, regretting not taking a drink. I then returned with the empty bottles to cut up the dishrags, pouring oil on them liberally before carefully pouring the rest of it within the bottles themselves. 
            
            I don’t care what people say about video games – the ones I’d played had been useful in helping me survive, in inspiring me to make weapons and make situations useful to me, helping me to get to my parents.
 
            “That science experiment is going to backfire on you,” Sandy said tiredly. 
 
            “Precautions,” I said firmly. “Just a precaution.”      
 
            “We usually handle precautions with these,” Sandy said, looking down at the automatic rifle she had slung across her lap.
 
            “I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m too beautiful for a gun. Besides, the recoil might knock me out,” I added, wincing at the thought. Sandy just smiled at me, making me feel better. Despite her past crimes, Sandy was making her way into my defenses, and she didn’t even have to hit on me to do it.
 
            I capped the bottles, then stared at them with consternation – how was I going to light the fabric when I’d stuffed it all in the way that I did? Hastily, I found my matches, and stuffed a few of them at the top, figuring I’d use a lighter to light them. I then felt stupid because maybe my brilliant plan wasn’t going to work after all. The heat needed to light these things was only going to be drowned by the oil inside – I looked around and hoped no one saw that I’d just failed at this overly complicated task, stuffing the bottles into my bag. Maybe I could use them for later, for something else.
 
            “Here, I found these,” Benson said suddenly, popping up next to us, opening a popular diet pill container he must’ve found in the pharmacy. He dumped a handful into Sandy’s upraised palm, then capped it on his hasty walk away from us. I looked at Sandy with an expression, watching her wash down a couple of them with a bottle of water.
 
            “We used these to stay awake,” she said groggily. “Over there.”
 
            It was some secret military thing, I guess. I shrugged as I looked down at my bag, bloated with supplies and my newly created molotovs. With how crazy things were happening around me, I felt better knowing that I had a plan, and ‘options’. Not even a minute later, Sandy was snoring softly, so I don’t think those pills worked.
 
            There were crying women in the aisle across from us. I couldn’t help but glance over, watching as their kids crowded around their rescuers. Some of them clearly didn’t belong to the woman they sat next to – all of them looked hungry, dirty, and lost. Others had hasty band-aids placed on grimy wounds, their clothing torn or stained. They looked like pictures you’d see from war zones – I had to swallow hard, looking away quickly because a part of me started to feel…funny.
 
            I never really looked at kids, before. Sure, they were in my line of vision wherever I went – but I never really looked at them. It had never occurred to me that there would be a day when I’d find myself seeing them, and it was only in one of the worst ways possible. They were so small, so little, so…important. Because if they were gone, how else was the human race going to continue on?
 
            It suddenly hit me that this shit was real. It was real because what was left of us was left huddling in destroyed ruins of a city that once breathed life into our self-absorbed lives, and suddenly we were all looking at each other with shell-shocked faces.
 
            Was this what Harley saw when he looked at Alex and Emmy? Why he put them before himself? Why couldn’t I think that way?
 
            I thought about my mom and dad, having to swallow hard once more. I looked over at Sandy as she slept heavily, the sounds of muffled crying, the military guys’ voices in the background and felt so…alone. It made me realize just how alone I was.
 
            It suddenly made me question myself as a valuable human being.
 
            My eyes burned, and I didn’t want to ruin my makeup, so I hastily looked down at my nails. I had to think about other things. I had to make myself prepare for whatever else could happen. I needed time to escape quickly, but this line of thinking made me feel guilty because there was only ‘I’ in escape. I glanced back at the groups once more, and looked up because a Marine was speaking hastily into his radio, signaling towards the other military dudes looking at the back exit door.
 
            “Get up, get up, we’ve got incoming,” he said harshly, Sandy jolting awake and moving so fast to her feet that it was almost as if she hadn’t been sleeping at all. The way the guys were moving made me panic – they were scooping up kids, while civilians struggled to move. The other civilian guys with guns were speaking hastily to each other, mapping out a safe route away from the store and looking panicked as they cast startled expressions towards the front of the store. The women and children were being pushed towards the back as I jerked about, pulling my items to my chest as orders were given with rising alarm.
 
            It happened, literally, in seconds – one moment we were being told to get up and move, and the next, there were shouts and gunfire coming in from the front. Not the screams of monsters, but the hasty, desperate shouts of men that wanted what the armed guys had – their weapons.
 
            It was chaotic – I didn’t understand why these new guys were trying to take over on the military supply – the guys on our side were screaming that they were friendly, but they were being fired upon. Bullets rained through the shelves, and I hit the floor with a squeak as my eardrums felt the explosions. Sandy was crouched against one of the shelves, trying to make herself as small as possible – I didn’t know when she’d slipped back into her helmet.
 
            The people that had been sitting in the aisle across from us had left some things – jackets with cartoon characters, a stuffed dog, a backpack bulging with clothes. I heard the guys from the front crashing through glass, their voices bouncing off the walls of the CVS as they grew closer to our positions, shouting at the guys in uniforms to surrender.
 
            I hurriedly pulled out one of my newly constructed bottles of death, and fumbled for my lighter. The harsh smell made me cough as I lit the match, as heat quickly overtook the bottle. I was shocked that it actually worked. Sandy looked over and screamed at me to leave, but, in a crouched position, I waddled away from her, heading for the end of the aisle with my flaming bottle. It burned my hand. 
 
            Once I was at the end of the aisle, I peered down the empty area and saw some guys scrambling to get closer to our position. They were desperate and fierce, carrying shotguns, handguns, and shouting orders to each other. They wanted the military guys’ gear – that was their intentions.
 
            They were so focused on Sandy’s position that they didn’t see me until I stood and threw the flaming bottle in their direction. The melting plastic bottle full of hot oil splattered over a couple of guys, causing them to scream in alarm, shifting into those that hadn't noticed what had happened. As a result, people stumbled, fell against beauty shelves, splattering more of the flaming oil amongst each other. Once guys started to realize they were on fire, they had to stop firing at the soldiers, and this gave me time to race for the back of the store, fumbling for another bottle. Sandy followed, laying down some fire as the other military guys moved hastily towards the back.
 
            I rummaged with shaky hands into my bag, and pulled out two more soda bottles. As I paused to light them, Sandy gave a weird laugh, jerking them from my hands as soon as I had them lit. She threw them towards the front, where the guys were moving away from the effects of my earlier attack. As firey oil splattered and connected against those unfortunate to be in her path, she pushed me to run. The screams of those being burned by the oil splatter left me feeling surprisingly content – like I contributed to something.
 
            Everyone was running towards the Marina apartments directly behind the outlet mall. But it felt wrong to be exposed the way we were – I felt like I didn't have enough eyes to keep a watch out for anymore dangers. The guys and the soldiers were urging the women and children to keep a narrow line, running through the apartment grounds. I followed, feeling every bit of soreness and pain in my feet and body. My legs and hips were stiff – my back ached from the weight of my bag, from sleeping weird in the Hummer. Everything hurt.
 
            But I couldn't take my eyes off the women that ran while carrying small children in their arms, and that somehow motivated me to keep going.
 
            There were a few guys that lead the way past the apartment grounds, and we entered a small neighborhood – it was silent, with cars crashed at the mouth of it. There were dead people on the nearby lawn – we were moving too fast to see how they'd died. As I sucked wind, struggling to keep up with the others, more firecrackers rang out. Amidst the screams of the women and children, I saw one of the soldiers drop. Sandy immediately stopped with him, and tugged him to his feet – slowing both of them down. Two guys in black hoodies, dirty jeans and submachine guns were catching up fast with hard shouts and clear intentions – it felt frightening just looking at their faces and seeing how focused they were on the two that slowed down.
 
            Before anything could happen then, their heads jerked sideways with hard pulses, the loud crack of another rifle echoing through the neighborhood. I helped Sandy pull the injured guy with a stiff leg into a slow jog, a fast civilian racing to pilfer the dead guys' weapons from their hands. Then we were all moving fast after the others, and I was terrible help because I was too short for both Sandy and the other guy.
 
            As I struggled, someone relieved me of my efforts, and I realized it was Alex shoving me away, his sweaty smell making me wince.
 
            "Go, go, go! There's more comin'!" he shouted at me, and it was Emmy tugging me along behind her, breathing hard. Her makeup was running, her cheeks and forehead were red, and it was obvious she'd been moving faster, for longer, than us. Alex was winded as well, but he was faster than me helping Sandy.
 
            "MOVE!" Benson bellowed, before lifting his shotgun and blasting beyond us. I was startled to seeing more guys from the CVS chasing after us, as well as what looked to be a souped up Ford fishtailing from the nearby side street.
 
            It looked like these guys were going to overwhelm the group – it moved slow because of all the vulnerables that struggled to stay moving. Even with the guys holding onto the kids, that was still a loss of weaponry – a woman holding onto a toddler fell, and both of them rolled as her kids stopped along with her, causing a domino effect with those around them.
 
            We're all going to die, was my horrid thought as I reached into my bag once more. Benson was reloading, suddenly distracted by the Ford racing our way with a squeal of tires. Sandy screamed something incoherent as she pushed herself to continue running with her injured buddy, Alex struggling to keep pace. I yanked away from Emmy, lighting my last Molotov.
 
            Benson snatched it from me as soon as it caught fire, lunged off to a side angle and hurled it with all the grace of a freaking Olympian – the flaming bottle splattered over the driver's window, but Benson is a superhero because as soon as that bottle splat, he was firing off his shotgun – seriously, it was like poetry, the way he moved.
 
            The truck veered off course – the five of us ended up diving out of its path anyway, before it slammed hard into an abandoned electronics repair van. Glass shattered, metal bent, fiberglass sprayed the street. Before it even had a chance to settle, Benson was clamoring back to his feet, and pumping the shotgun towards the guys catching up to us.
 
            Their desperation was more evident, because they weren't even armed – they swarmed onto him with fists swinging. Some of Benson's buddies returned, shooting when they could, then engaging into battle with knives, with their own fists. It was a street rumble with grunts, shouts and frantic bodies moving wildly as they struggled to dominate each other.
 
            But it was clear – there were no other guys racing over. Sandy abandoned her buddy and raced over to help Benson. The way she swung made me think she was Cyborg, relentless with her manly dominance over a weaker opponent. I tried not to fall in love with the redheaded lesbian, even as she bodyslammed a guy into the pavement like he was a rag doll.
 
            Two more shots rang out, and two guys dropped dead.
 
            Emmy had just grabbed my arm when the roar of voices caught our attention. Almost as one, everyone just froze.
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
            Almost comically, the attackers took off without another glance in our direction. The soldiers rounded everyone up with hasty action and we were moving again. Benson bellowed for everyone to separate – immediately, his buddies were taking charge, splitting up into groups with women and children and armed civies, and everyone was racing for cover.
 
            Emmy and I ran for a plain white house, both of us breathing hard. Took me a few moments to realize Harley himself was ushering us to move with breathless action, and two other armed civilians were moving with us. By the time we got into the house, the Rabid were flocking into the street, scrambling for movement.
 
            Their howls, barks and screams, followed by the Usher's yodeling roars penetrated the still, empty house. Nobody could talk – I think all of us were too scared, too winded to even say anything. Hand motions and shoves were used instead, and Emmy and I crammed ourselves into a nearby hall closet while the other guys spread out for bigger hiding areas.
 
            Emmy and I struggled to catch our breath, the enclosed space making it impossible to hear anything more. The slits in the closet door made it possible to see each other, and we stared at the other's red, sweaty face, unable to do anything else. She was shaking, holding onto my jacket with both hands. 
 
            The windows rattled, shattered noisily, and she clapped a hand to stifle her own cry of surprise. Scratching, slapping sounds suggested they were trying to enter the house. The Usher sounded as if it were directing them towards another direction. The sounds of their fading voices encouraged someone to leave their hiding spot. Not even a moment later, the crack of a gun told me one of the guys had taken aim for the Usher.
 
            The alien screamed noisily, causing more gunshots to fire out. The surprising silence afterward was also a relieving one. I exhaled heavily, tilting my head backward against the wall. Emmy tried to shush me, but I pushed her hand away and ventured out from the closet on shaky legs. It had been one of the civilian guys that had used my earlier advice, and he glanced at us with a reassuring nod, wiping his sweaty forehead with one dirty sleeve.
 
            "Are they dead? That fast?" Emmy whispered, clutching my jacket as she caught up to me.
 
            "Once the Usher's dead, the flock can't do anything," I whispered back. I felt winded. I felt like all my adrenaline had left at that moment, and I suddenly had to sit down. But before I could, my arm was gripped hard, and I gave a whining sound as I was forced to move. I would have fallen and begged for someone to drag me hadn't it felt like Harley's grip made me think of the Terminator from the Arnold age.
 
            "Keep moving – there's more," he said grimly, Emmy nodding at me with a trembling chin. She followed him like he was a freaking – but I had to admit, there was a small part of me that felt relieved that they were still alive and together. "They're moving inward from the edges of town."
 
            "A continued invasion," one of the civies said with a harsh exhale. We all left the house, and they called for the attention of the others that were picking off the dazed zombies that lingered on the streets.
 
            Harley squinted at this while I jerked away, stumbling through a flowerbox to see that Sandy was still dragging her friend, and Benson was gathering everyone else from their hiding areas. The other guys in uniform were looking around cautiously, kids crying, women struggling to hold each other up.
 
            As my breath finally came back to me, my ears ringing from the earlier gun discharges, from my heart working overtime to keep blood flowing, I felt like vomiting.
 
            "There's so many," Emmy whispered to me, watching the group of women and children gather together. She started to cry in earnest, and I stared at her as she stifled her hiccups and short breath with one dirty hand. When she looked at me, her mascara was smeared around her eyes, and saliva dripped from her chin. "How are we going to move fast with all of them?"
 
            "We got this far, so far, without losing any of them," one of the civie guys told her, walking away from us to rejoin the others. "Mendive is just down the street."
 
            "There's a huge camp of people there," I said in response to Harley's confused expression. I waited for him to acknowledge me, and he did – with a long, bewildered stare, like he finally noticed I was alive, or something. I resisted the urge to slap him.
 
            "I thought you were going downtown," he said.
 
            "My status is 'complicated'," I said in a haughty tone.
 
            He had enough energy to roll his eyes. Emmy sniffed so hard that it sounded as if she'd choked on her own snot. Before anything else could be said, the Marine came rushing to me.
 
            "Make more of those things," he ordered. "We're staying here, for the night. They're too tired to keep going. Get your injured in with the others, guy."
 
            I was startled at the command, but he moved on, calling the attention of someone else. Puzzled, I looked back towards Sandy and the others, but they were hauling their injured into a house down the road. Then I felt flattered because my contribution actually did something for somebody other than myself. I couldn't help but grin widely, feeling uplifted because I was needed.
 
            "Get ice on that knee, now," came a voice close to me, and I looked up with startled reaction as Chuck slipped past us. From the surprised look on Harley's face, his father's appearance was just as unexpected. "You, there! Don't put them there – there's a nursing home just up the road. Their facility will do for the night."
 
            "Princess! You're un-killed!" Chloe exclaimed, slapping my shoulder with one manly hand before giving Harley a crushing hug. It made me wince because it looked like she was going to kill him with her thick arms. "We caught up to you, just in time."
 
            "It is good to see you," Diego said to Harley with a warm smile, before shaking his hand. Harley looked overwhelmed with the attention, like he didn't know what to do with it. But he finally just grinned at them, even returned Chloe's hug, and it felt awkward because I was so fucking jealous. I turned away because I felt this rising feeling of unfairness cascade through my bones.
 
            Everyone was passing out orders to each other, moving quickly, and I was just – I was annoyed and angry, frustrated and sad that I was still freaking alone. I caught up to Sandy, whose hands were shaking as she reached out to hug me.
 
            "Good job back there," she said, slapping my back lightly, a one armed hug guiding me along with her. "No matter what anybody says, you're cool in my book."
 
            "You just want me, that's all."
 
            "You're not my type, trust me," she said with this droll tone, so I felt insulted. She caught Benson's shoulder as he intended to show somebody how to 'fall in line' with the others. "Tony, make sure Jack and Marone pulls their weight with the kids. Edith, hun, show Carter how you made those science experiments."
 
            "Stay close, bro," Benson said to this cute guy who hurried up to join us, wearing an Army uniform and looking just as manly.
 
            "You are so tiny," Carter said to me, withdrawing cigarettes from one of his pouches on his vest and lighting up. Despite his amazing good looks – was this a military requirement, or just me? – I didn't feel the need to preen. Before I could say or do anything, some guy nearly ran me over from behind, shouting orders to somebody attempting to venture into a nearby house. When he finally reached Harley, he swept the dork up into this embarrassing hug that made Harley protest. But Chuck wasn't afraid of displaying his feelings, because he held onto his adult son despite his struggles.
 
            Jealousy ate at my stomach. God, I wanted my family. I wanted my father, I wanted my mother. What was I doing here? What was I doing with this group?
 
            Carter lead me into a nearby garage. I rummaged for useful things, trying to think clearly. I found more oil, paint thinner. In a house across the street, someone had been saving their plastic bottles for recycling, so Carter snatched up a bag. By the time I'd found things worth using, night was falling. There were a couple of civie guys and Harley waiting for us, and I couldn't help but scowl at him, already annoyed by him.
 
            "I'm sorry," he said immediately, Carter showing off a couple of cartons of cigarettes he'd found in one of the garages to one of the guys that begged him for a few packs. "That stuff I said the other night was really uncalled for."
 
            "Whatever," I muttered, looking down at the canisters I carried. I was so tired – I just wanted to curl up and sleep in someone's basement. "I don't believe you. It's your own conscience you're trying to make feel better – "
 
            "Yeah, actually. I'm not normally an asshole right off the bat, but these times have changed, and it's easier to say things I wouldn't have," he said, keeping up with me despite that limp in his leg. It looked like somebody had tried to splint it. Then I gave him an insulted look. "I’m not like you. I can't think the way you do. I watch the History channel and ESPN. The last video game I played, it was Sega. I don't know if you've noticed, but I'm an outdoors sort of person. For you to spit out things about…Gun…dums, it's…"
 
            "If it makes you feel better about yourself, to insult somebody else based on their intelligence, then you can't not expect me to look down at you and pity you for your small town, inbred mentality. The big world scares you, Harley Troy, and you react with insults and fear instead of understanding and acceptance," I said as haughtily as I could. I imagined, briefly, myself as Claudia White, addressing Heather Mason in the mall hallway.
 
            I then gave him a onceover while he gave me a stubborn look. "I deserve a bigger man than you, and I'm not even talking about physicalities, here."
 
            "'Physicalities' is not even a word," he eked out between clenched teeth.
 
            "'Isn't' a word," I stressed, despite knowing he was right.
 
            Harley looked like he was going to blow up, growing red in the face and sputtering an outraged noise as I stumbled on something in the road.
 
"Must feel good to reunite with your parent," I then said snidely. "Lucky."
            
His lips thinned, and his guilt made itself apparent. "I overreacted the other night. I said a lot of stupid things. Like, the next day after you left, we watched that…that huge thing fighting off those jets. I knew I was wrong saying the shit I did, but…your tactics are just…like, everything you do or think is foolishly unrealistic, and it'll get you killed just like that."
 
"Just like it did, today," I muttered.
 
He just nodded, this vague dump of his head, and didn't say anything after that. It was annoying how he still lingered at my side, despite the anger and irritation I felt towards him. At the same time…at the same time, there was a feeling of thankfulness that he was there. I had to admit that.
 
: :
 
By the time we caught up to the rest of the group, most of the windows on the first floor had been boarded up. There was frustration mounting within the guys taking charge – the school, Mendive, was just down the street. But there were crying kids, discouraged mothers, and everyone just looked pooped. One room within the center of the floor was prepared for bedding, and some of us worked hastily to gather blankets, pillows and some mattresses for the kids.
 
            I passed out some of the emergency candles I had, then went looking for a spot to hide in. I felt angry and frustrated with my decision to return to Sparks. Angry tears spilled down my cheeks, and I huddled up underneath a desk cluttered with opened files, photographs of smiling senior citizens and blood splatters. Wiping my face, I glared at the darkness, wishing against everything that I had just braved that stupid monster I’d seen at the overpass, and went around the thing.
            
            I hated that I was further away from my destination than before, and I felt so frigging jealous that Harley was reunited with his father. Goddamn it, it hurt wanting what other people had.
 
            While thinking about my stupidity, I heard the soft murmurs of kids’ voices and their mothers’ soothing tones. My chest ached with an ice pick of pain. The glow of candles lit the walls closest to me, and I could see an occasional shadow passing on the wall as people moved about within the safety of the confined rooms. My mind wandered away from my woes, and I sniffled, cleaning up as best as I could. Hearing the sounds of the women with their children made me think of that elephant movie, the Disney one from a awhile back, where mothers rocked their baby animals to sleep.
 
            It was surreal. It made me feel better to apply something made-up to a situation that didn’t have any comforting moments. 
 
            I pulled my bag out, and emptied it onto the floor next to me. Methodically, I began creating more Molotovs, sniffling and wiping my face every once in awhile. I ran out of matches and threw the empty box away from me, feeling utterly exhausted from the inside out. I couldn’t even think of what day it was, and everything that had happened from the moment of the invasion to now was just a blur of panic and sound. I stared down at my shaking, stinky hands, noting that my right one was burned from holding my first Molotov for too long. It hurt, and now that I noticed it, I felt oddly angry. Like it was my hand’s fault for everything.
 
            I glared at it, then stared at the completed bottles around me. I didn’t have the energy to get up and go search for medical attention. I pulled the bag out with beef jerky and gave it a critical eye as I resettled underneath the desk, knees pulled to my chin. I’d never had beef jerky before – the thought of eating strips of dried, cooked cow meat in plastic baggies had never been appealing. I wanted real food. I was tired of protein bars, I was tired of drinking plain water – I wanted something real. I wanted my mom’s cooking. I wanted baked chicken with rice and fish and - !
 
            I wanted my parents.
 
            Before I could burst into more pathetic tears, a huge bubble of hysterics climbing its way up my throat and practically choking me, Harley knocked on the doorframe before peering in. The very action was so - dorky! Like something you’d see on a cheesy 90’s teen movie -! It was enough to stop the building tears.
 
            “There’s more room out there, you know,” he said, tilting his head to look at me. I tossed the beef jerky away from me, sniffling.
 
            “I don’t want to be out there.”
 
            “You’re either a very snobby person, or one of the jumpiest.”
 
            “That charm of yours might’ve worked on your Wal-Mart creature chicks, but it’s not working on anybody else. No wonder Grace wasn’t into you,” I muttered.
 
            He snorted, then looked struck, as if he had to consider it himself. It astounded me.
 
            “And you have to balls to say I’m an asshole!” I exclaimed.
 
            He shrugged, a bratty expression on his face as he walked into the room. He picked up the pack of beef jerky I'd just abandoned, and fiddled with it. What irritated me even further was that this asshole was still wearing my Goddamn Halo shirt.
 
"I thought you were headed downtown," he then said tightly.
 
"I was convinced to come back here," I said, picking at a frayed, thin patch on my jeans. It was funny how I used to wear 'deconstructed' jeans before all of this – because all my clothes were rapidly being destroyed naturally. "But I'm headed back that way soon. I was told about the vaccinations – mom keeps all that stuff in their room. I'm sure if I look, then I'll know for sure where they are. They could be in one of the safe camps run by the military."
 
"But you don't know for sure."
 
"I have to exhaust all possibilities," I said.
 
"But what if they're gone, Edith? I heard planes fell down in that area that night."
 
"I won't know until I've checked," I said stiffly.
 
He realized that I was steadfast on my decision. I tried to chase the feelings of anxiety away from me. I didn't want to think that, perhaps, my parents were in a place I never even considered. Maybe they weren't at safe camps. Maybe they weren't out looking for me. Maybe they weren't at home. Maybe they'd run an errand that night, and was caught up in the chaos of the city.
 
My stomach clenched tightly.
 
My face lost its scowl, replaced with worry. I wanted to slap him for the things he made me feel.
 
"I'll help you look for them," he then said, his tone heavy. I hated how closely he looked at me. "Now that…I know where my dad is, and…and Emmy can be safe, here, with these guys."
 
"I think I've done pretty well on my own so far," I said carefully, staring at my shaking hands and picturing all the places that they could have gone to. My mind was whirling with a new panic, now. What if dad had wanted to eat out? What if mom had wanted something at Target? What if they'd made an impulsive trip to Whole Foods for dinner?
 
"Yeah…yeah, you have, but…it'd…it'd be easier if you weren't alone, Edith. For you, I mean. It's a long distance to walk, and there's…all these…obstacles that…"
 
“It's easier with just me! And it’s right there!” I exclaimed, pointing across the room. Like it was literally right there.
 
He made a pointing motion the other way. “Or just stay here, count their disappearance as a loss, like the others, here. You said they were older - ”
 
"My dad's entirely capable of taking care of them both. He boxed regularly, and he's a crackshot with his gun," I muttered, clenching my fingers together. "He took care of us all my life – he can do this."
 
"I don't think these people will let you go, anyway," he then said, glancing out the room. "It's too risky, right now, to let people wander off. The Rabid can change people so fast, and there's so many kids here, they have to take precautions."
 
“I wanna go home. This was my entire purpose of getting to Reno.”
 
He exhaled heavily. He had that expression on his face – like he was constantly questioning himself on why he bothered trying. For a second, he reminded me of my dad – that was a scary, ew thought. “What if they’re not there?”
 
Before I could say anything, he then said, “Look, I’ll help you get home. We should be back in a couple of days.”
 
“But what if they’re there? I’m not coming back if they are,” I said.
 
Another frown. “Then they can come back with us.”
 
“I’m just saying, if they want to come back here, and the school is safe, then I’m coming back. But if they don’t want to, then I’m staying with them. And you’ll have to walk back alone.”
 
He looked to say something, but was holding himself back. I frowned at him, wondering why he'd even argue. After the other night, one would think he'd be delighted in getting rid of me. I think he just came back to soothe his own conscience – he looked the type to get all martyred over things beyond his control. How selfish was that?
 
Moments later, Emmy and Alex walked in, muttering sluggish things as they held armfuls of vending machine snacks between them. They distributed what they found to Harley. I didn’t have anything to say to Harley after that – when the two realized I was hiding underneath the desk, Emmy was a little standoffish. She glared at me as she stood next to Harley, Alex looking uncomfortable as he stood closest to the door. I didn't care for the attitude, but I wanted to remind her that Harley was the one to push me away.
 
“It looks like you're okay,” she said, a tad snidely as she situated a container of cereal in one hand, and poured some bottled water into it to mix it together. Alex made a face at her food. Looking at them interact made me smile.
 
“I am…thank you,” I said. I looked at what others were eating, and felt some hunger at what I saw. I noticed that Alex's cold sandwich looked appropriate for Harley. I couldn't stand looking at his sunken cheeks and straining neck tendons, anymore. “Hey, Alex, can you get Harley more of that? He forgot to feed himself."
 
Alex almost choked on the request while Harley gave me the look of death. I gave him a scowl. "If you're going with me, at least load on carbs, or whatever."
 
"I think if he's hungry, he'll get it himself," Alex said cautiously, unsure of who to look at while Emmy glared at me.
 
“You’re going to let him starve? As if being ninety pounds isn’t humiliating enough for him?”
 
“You're such a bitch, sometimes, Edith!” Emmy exclaimed, dropping her spoon back into the cereal container.
 
"I have more fat than him – I can go without, for a few hours. But if he truly is –" I cut myself off as Harley angrily strode out of the room. I felt bad. I honestly did. I struggled to remember why I was pushing buttons so deliberately. Maybe I should just accept his help – but at the same time, this massive wave of uncertainty had filled me, and I didn't know what I was going to do if my parents weren't where they should be. Was I really just going to drag Harley all over the city looking for them? Get him killed? How was that fair when his father just found him?
 
I couldn't forget the utter relief and gratefulness I'd seen on Chuck's face that day. It was practically burned in my mind. I couldn't wait to see the one on my own dad's face when we finally found each other.
 
I swallowed tightly, and caught Emmy's stare of death. I forgot how teenagers could give this expression so easily.
 
"You need him more than I do," I admitted quietly. I don't know why I was even giving her my reasons. She whirled and stomped out of the room, while Alex looked lost. I felt uncomfortable, curling my arms around my legs and resting my cheek against my knees. I fell asleep like that only because I was that tired to do so.





  
 
 
 
            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
When I finally woke up, my eyes were heavy. I bet I looked a mess. My body felt so sore and exhausted and stiff that nothing wanted to move. But my stomach growled noisily, aching because I was starving. The floor was so friggin' hard that no position was comfortable. Now that I had some rest, I could think a little more clearly. I figured that since I was so close to the school, I might as well go all the way, clinging to the chance that perhaps they'd made it there, because they'd been on their way to Fernley that night. I hoped so hard that it was difficult to breathe.
 
I crawled out from underneath the desk, and just collapsed with the effort. The floor was dirty, hard, and the deskchair mat was splattered with dried blood. But I was seriously sore and exhausted. I pillowed my head in my folded arms and stared at the darkness around me. I had no idea what time it was – I didn't feel like looking for a clock. I could hear nothing coming from the room the others were in, so I assumed everyone was feeling safe enough to sleep. I wondered if Harley finally caught some shut eye with the kids, trying to remember the last time I'd seen him sleep. I felt bad for being a dick, but not bad enough to go and apologize for it.
 
I thought about my dad. I could hear him, somehow, muttering about my behavior. I wanted to hear his voice again, no matter if it were a lecture. But I had to convince myself that he and mom were at least safe somewhere – I'm sure he had his vaccination. I had to make sure. 
 
At that point, I knew I definitely had to go home if I couldn't find them at the school. Mom kept records of our vaccinations, so I would have to go through their room to find it. Once I found the record, then I was positive I'd feel confident in locating them. I knew I could do it.
 
I had made it through some shit that I’d never have imagined surviving. I felt proud of myself. A year ago, I couldn’t even find a job without my dad’s help, and here I was today, doing what I had to do to make it without him. But that didn’t mean I wanted to continue doing this without him.
 
I rubbed my arms tightly as I stepped over the mess I'd made with my Molotov making, and very quietly ventured out into the hall. A civie guy looked at me with a startled lift of his gun, then relaxed with an embarrassed expression as we made eye contact. I walked from the room, venturing towards the candlelight coming from down the hall.
 
As I ventured towards what looked to be a cafeteria, I realized I was hearing men’s whispers rise with concern. Walking through the open door, I immediately saw that the guys posted on the other end of the room were looking upward at the boarded windows, and this had me freezing in place. I’ve come to realize that I do not like it when I see people looking up. This is always bad news.
 
I came to realize that something was happening. I heard something. It was a low pulse of sound that came from everywhere and nowhere at once, similar to a heartbeat of some massive machine. But I had no idea what sort of machinery would make that sort of noise. The windows were actually shuddering, rippling in unison, as if being touched by strong wind. The sound was massive, making even my ears vibrate with the bass. Uncomfortably strong and strange.
 
            The security team sounded mystified as their radios crackled with questions and directions to everybody on alert. Since all the windows were boarded up, I couldn't even see what was happening out there. 
 
            “Harp?” I heard one of the men ask aloud. I looked away from the windows. “Isn’t that what that technology does?”
 
When prompted, he went on to explain some hoopla about the High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program. The point of the program was to investigate the ionosphere for some kind of advanced communications thing for the Navy or whatever. I heard a vague response in that perhaps the military was trying to put humankind’s technologies back together, scanning near-space environment for any more threats. I wanted to believe that this was a normal thing. Not another alien thing. I looked at the windows with hope, struggling to swallow the building lump in my throat. 
 
            The pulsing sound was starting to freak me out. It was almost as if someone had some massive, God-like speaker up there in the skies and was blowing into the microphone, creating this weird, whistling noise with the pulsing. All I could think of was that First Night, when the guy escaped outside of the warehouse and looked up. By now, after all the shit I’d seen, I knew it was just the alien ships he’d seen. But anxieties flooded me. After that memory were the gruesome sights of people attacking each other, eating each other. My breath hitched, and I thought of everyone that was currently taking residence inside the building. I wanted to leave at that point, to run away for some safe place that didn’t have people anywhere nearby.
 
            While the pulsing sounds continued, I headed for the room I’d left my things in. I began throwing stuff into my messenger bag. All I could feel was my own building panic. I strained my ears, listening for telltale screams of people eating each other. But the guys were speaking in such hushed tones that I couldn't even hear them from the room I was in. The noises from the outside weren't as noticeable from here – but in my own mind, I could hear them.
 
            I was working myself into such a fit that I kept dropping things, not even focused on what I was packing. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath so it was hitching, and my hands were shaking, and I didn’t even realize Harley was there until he caught my hand, startling me. He was crouched next to me, looking slightly red-faced, like he was dashing around in the same manner as me.
 
            “Ed. What are you doing?” he asked. I jerked my hand away from him, and he shifted to hold onto my bag, preventing me from stuffing anything else into it. 
 
“The last time weird shit happened at night, people started eating each other,” I managed to say in a whisper.
 
            “Yeah, but – whatever it is, we can’t just keep – eventually, we have to think a little more rationally.”
 
“Hell with that. I saw what happened when people stayed in groups,” I snapped.
 
“We’re safe here,” he insisted after shushing me. He pulled my bag from me, and I couldn’t even take it back because I just wanted to run away. 
 
 “You hear of this thing called HAARP?” he then asked, and, since I just heard about it from the guys in the cafeteria, it made me focus on him. It made me realize that maybe this was all it was, because he was so fucking calm. If he was this calm, then maybe it was all just me freaking out, and those scary sounds were…normal.
 
I took a deep breath. Forced myself to stop looking around and look at him. Since there was no signs of him freaking out, or looking alarmed like he had when I first met him, I felt this wave of cold wash over me. Like my adrenaline was leaving me, allowing me to relax.
 
I nodded in response to his question, because I couldn’t quite talk yet. He watched me for a few moments, and I could feel myself start to sag. I was so tense and wound that it actually left me feeling a little sore. 
 
Harley then said, “The perimeter guards have already radioed in, several times, that the area’s still secure. They don't know where the noises are coming from, but it's really high above us. They can't see anything up there, so there's the theory that it's our own people making it, somehow.”
 
I watched him for a few moments, as if looking for any sign of lies. 
 
“What if it’s not?” I asked, trying to get my wits back.
 
“Then we’ll make it. We did before, Ed.”
 
I swallowed tightly. I didn't like the way he said 'we'. It was almost too intimate. I looked over his clothes in an effort to ground myself – God, he’s such a hick in those ugly cargo jeans and that flannel... 
 
“Okay. Okay. Cool.”
 
“Edith, no matter what, don’t take off,” he then said wearily. He’s even wearing these ugly, yellow hiking boots and – I wish I had access to cute men’s clothes. Harley shouldn’t have to be dressed like such a hick during a time of crisis. I should keep an eye out for a Bullshifters tee, some mechanics’ overalls. “I'll help you get home, just – ”
 
“Don’t tell me what to do. I have every reason to take off if and when I need to. I still haven’t found my parents,” I snapped at him, jerking my arm out of his grip. 
 
He nodded with an apologetic frown. He looked so tired and skinny – his eyes ringed with circles, cheeks sharp. I really wanted to force-feed him stuff, but with the expression he gave me sometimes, I think he felt the same way. It was weird to experience a stranger’s affection, especially since I was fighting him all the time.
 
“After everything that has already happened, most of us are prepared to face whatever’s going to happen next. We’ll be okay if we just – if we just stick together, okay?”
 
I sat there looking at my bag, and realized that I had been trying to stuff a pillow into it. What the fuck was I going to do with a pillow? Pillow fight a Rabid to death – er, submission? Where the hell did it come from, anyway? As Harley rose, he reached out, rubbing my shoulder awkwardly, almost a petting motion.
 
            : :
 
            We left the building without any trouble. The sound was so much louder out here that it was unsettling. As a big group, we all headed down Prater, and kept walking until we came to Vista, one of the main veins off the I-80 freeway.
 
The neighborhoods around Mendive Middle school were devastated, including the shopping center on the other side of Vista. I could see where the kids had tied ribbons connected to the school on the wire fence. The fence surrounding what had been the parking lot had been propped with broken and battered vehicles – a single Caterpillar sat near one of such walls, indication that these vehicles were propped specifically by this construction site monster. The grounds looked like another piece of ruin until I saw people posted in certain positions around the school – lookout points, or something.
 
There were no lights that I could see, but the school was pretty big, sturdy. It looked as if it withstood a fierce attack – there were chunks missing from it here and there throughout the support pillars and roof, but not enough damage to make it unusable.
 
I followed closely behind Sandy, the group of soldiers regarded cautiously until some of the civilian guys convinced some of the guys standing at point to allow them in. There were three men dressed in head to toe black there, smoking cigarettes and making comments that told me that the weather was enough to freeze balls.
 
We meandered our way to the front entrance. Everyone sounded so exhausted and tired after their long walk that their relieved tears and murmurs seemed loud within the front foyer. It was so dark that I wasn’t sure where I was going, so I followed Sandy as closely as possible, hoping that I wasn't going to regret this choice.
 
The smells of cooking food, people, and warmth hit me. There were voices ahead and all around, the floors dirty with mud and snow, and children laughing and playing in what sounded like a hugely open area. I stared at the clock because it felt like it had been so long since I’d been able to see actual time.
 
There were a set of offices that had been rearranged to allow tables within, and here people were sorting through various supplies, loading them on shopping carts. I watched as our group were greeted by other friendly military deserters, and small talk was exchanged between each other as the civilian people were gently encouraged to leave what wasn't valuable, so that everyone could share supplies. It was a long process that looked unfair, but as I watched people give up clothes, blankets, jackets and the like, I realized why they were doing it. Sharing was caring, and helpful to all looking for shelter.
 
The soldiers were encouraged to count out ammo, to trade and reload in case of an emergency. Their process was different from the civilians, a man in uniform appearing from out of nowhere and taking control of the situation with a gentle voice. The way Sandy and Benson snapped to attention made me think this guy was in command, so he was quickly respected. Expressions of relief, sympathy and understanding were given as Sandy and the others explained why they were here with us – I guess deserting against the orders of their commanding officers was a tough thing to bear.
 
When it came to my turn to hand over communal supplies, the guys behind the table gave me puzzled looks at my supply. They took my candles, oil, Molotovs, and some extra clothing; nothing that was too personal. They let me keep my makeup pouch, giving me weird looks. I understood why this was happening, but I couldn’t help but feel irritated about it. I was relieved that they allowed me to keep my supply of Raid and hairspray, knowing that I'd need it later on when I left the place.
 
After that was done, I was led with the other civilians out of the offices, and we headed up a new hallway, towards a set of classrooms. Those with children were taken into another direction, which left me with a few couples, some haggard men, Harley and the kids, and a policewoman still wearing her Sparks PD uniform. I wanted to ask her about the vaccinations, but she was trembling so hard that I figured I'd better wait.
 
“We’ll make sure you’re checked in, y’know, in case someone looking for you comes here and asks,” our guide said. "We take in the names of everyone that comes through here, and keep track of when they leave. We take in survivors, more each day, so if you're looking for somebody, please say so when we're taking your names."
 
Once we approached a large woman with grey and black hair, sleepily lecturing us about tracking mud into the hall, she pulled out a large blue expandable file, and went through it at my request to double-check on whether or not my parents had come through. I waited anxiously for her to look through the lists, and I knew by the end of her search that they weren't here. I felt my heart drop, a heavy sense of despair weighing heavily on me by the time she answered.
 
At that point, I felt exhausted. I felt physically and emotionally and mentally exhausted. I felt like breathing was a chore – standing there with a heavy expression, feeling like I was moments from sobbing my eyes out, I felt that sense of weakness associated with an incoming faint. The blood left my face, my ears started to ring, and spots appeared in my vision. 
 
A vise-like grip above my elbow convinced me that if I fainted, Harley would probably sustain serious injury trying to catch me. I snapped out of it to push him aside, pushing away from the table with a dazed expression. I think people tried to talk to me, but I couldn't hear them above the ringing in my ears. I seriously felt like I had been punched again, and I couldn't focus on anything to save my soul.
 
I felt like throwing a tantrum, or even kicking something that would give a satisfactory noise. But my body was too tired, and I was led away from the area, encouraged to rest in one of the sleeping rooms. I felt frustrated with the stupid invasion, with the damn Rabid, the evil alien creatures that showed up, preventing me from getting to them. But since I hadn't a proper outlet to unleash this frustration, all I could do was cry.
 
Once a bed was laid out for me, some lady apologizing for me sleeping on the floor, I simply curled up and went to sleep. I was too tired to be cautious, anymore. It seemed that as soon as I laid down, I just crashed. I didn't care that a sleeping bag was my only divider from the hard, foul smelling carpet floor, and that my pillow was my lumpy bag. I slept and dreamt of being at home with dad, hearing his brisk, firm voice lecturing me about wandering away from safety, for being too stubborn.
 
"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked grumpily, yanking my blanket high up to my chin. "I'm fucking tired, and you're calling me stupid, again."
 
"I didn't say you were stupid, Edith. I just said you were unrealistic."
 
"Whatever, dad. You made me get this job. It's your fault I had to walk all the way out here because you wouldn't let me stay home."
 
            He must've felt guilty after that, because he stopped lecturing me. Even in my dreams, my dad knew his boundaries with me. But it made me incredibly sad after that, because it was only a dream, and I cried because I just wanted to be with him and mom again.
 
            : :
 
            When I woke up sometime later, I was alone. My eyes were puffy, and, as I looked around myself, I saw that the room was prepped for sleep. Sleeping bags, blankets, pillows and belongings were posted everywhere in neat stacks. I was in the far corner of the room, and sounds of life were coming from the halls. I brushed my hair from my face, for once uncaring of what I looked like.
 
            Though there were heavy boards crisscrossing the windows, the sunlight filtered through. I could hear the pulsing noise causing the glass to tremble. The whole building seemed to ebb with it, despite the screams of laughter of kids, and the murmurs of adult voices. For a second, things seemed okay. It felt like I hadn't just gone through all the horrors that I had, and I was somewhere safe.
 
            I was only reminded of the present as I looked down at my burned hand, skin peeling on my palm. I made a face at it, and slowly rose from my bed.
            
I busied myself pestering one of the supply ladies for some cuter clothes, and walked away with things that made me happy. I didn't mind the pink cardigan over an extra-long blouse with the skinny jeans that I could roll over some nifty, brilliantly colored Adidas hi-tops – I thought I looked rather cute. Add to that a green, James Sunderland-like jacket with a furlined hood, and I was set. I took advantage of the showers in the locker rooms, borrowing someone’s toiletries to do so, and by the time I had fresh makeup on and my hair was down to dry, the clocks on the walls told me it was nearly three in the afternoon.
 
There were young guys and men carrying guns, talking amongst each other about who was going to which sector – they all performed double takes once they saw me, but none of them suited my standards, so I didn’t bother giving them second looks. 
 
I found the ladies’ area, and scanned the chicks that were standing around, cleaning rooms. Peeking into every one, I didn’t find Sandy, so I figured I’d run into her later. I asked a guy in a Sparks PD uniform where I could gain roof access, and he gave me directions with a confused expression. 
 
Once I made it up, startling a couple of people sitting at watch near the roof ledges, I ignored them once I looked out at the Reno-Sparks area from another point of view. It wasn’t a metropolis anymore – it was a dump. My throat tightened at the sight of destroyed neighborhoods, of the missing buildings down town – down south were burning ruins of destruction.
 
The air smelled heavily of snow and rot – dogs barked frantically near the south end of the school, and people were already headed over in that direction to check it out. Armed with hand-held radios that had Radioshack stickers on them, the two on the roof calmly relayed that the dogs were fighting each other over a carcass of some kind.
 
I returned to looking over the devastation. Heavy clouds were crawling over the mountains to the southwest, over the Galena area. It looked to be snowing, and in the west, towards Robb Drive, was a fresh coating of snow. Something was burning brightly in the Virginia Street area, past UNR. Despite the snow, there was still material that burned.
 
I strained to see past the ruined columns of unrecognizable casino towers, but I couldn’t see anything. I had to get over there - but I wasn’t sure how, or even if I should without checking the other camps, first. But how was I going to do that if they were shooting people on sight?
 
It was so weird looking at a city that had been flooded with twenty-four hour activity and seeing absolutely no sign of this particular life now. I blinked hard every so often, hoping the picture would change back to the way it was. It was cold and this sharp freeze in the air had me cringing, tucking my hands underneath my armpits and shivering. I looked down at my feet, at some stranger’s shoes that I had to use. I wanted my old life back. I wanted my parents. I wanted to be home, hearing my dad lecture me and having my mom stroke my hair.
 
I felt my eyes burning with building tears, and I let them fall. The ache in my chest made it difficult to breathe. I struggled to catch myself before I really let the faucet loose, wiping my eyes carefully and sucking down snot. I looked up at the cloudy skies, feeling my hair whip about. I searched the churning belly of the clouds for answers, my mind running over the precious memories of my parents. I felt so lost and alone, but at the same time, hearing the murmur of the security guards on the grounds below, I knew I wasn’t. 
 
: :
 
            Bleary eyed, I examined my nails. I sat at one of the cafeteria tables, nursing coffee and straining to hear the passing conversations of the security guards that came to the kitchen to refill their thermoses. Everyone with guns assured each other that the skies were clear – the clouds had disappeared under that strange pulsing, and no unusual things had occurred just yet.
 
            My mind raced through all sorts of possibilities the pulsing could be. Slow mind-control of the remaining masses? Alien sensors from space scanning the grounds, numbering the amount of survivors? Incubation processes that were feeding on hidden alien eggs throughout the area? My imagination conjured up images of hidden things in shadows and underground, waiting for the next signal to attack. 
 
            I sipped at my coffee, feeling shaky, exhausted and useless. I wanted to go home more than ever. But now I was scared because I wasn’t sure what was happening outside. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to think to make a decision. I felt utterly and completely useless.
 
            I looked up when I saw a big red-haired guy walk in. I felt my lip curl in reaction because I am a snob that judges people, even in times of survival. But then I saw he was carrying some walk-throughs in one arm. 
 
            I called for his attention, and he looked surprised that I would even give him any time of my day. Fumbled with his coffee, spilled it, then dropped all his books while introducing himself as Darrell. I waited for him to get himself together, and watched him stagger over in my direction. I asked to look at one of those books, and he dumped them all onto the table with a surprised expression. One of them was a Resident Evil walk-through, and I grabbed it.
 
            “The pulsing sound is weird,” I commented, looking at all the instructions given in the pages, remembering my own travels through particular levels. Because Darrell is obviously a guy that’s never had female attention like mine before, he sputtered out some life explanations that I tuned out, flipping through the book in order to calm my useless thoughts. 
 
I gave nonsensical answers here and there, not totally caring about Darrell’s situation until he finally gave up trying to get my attention. He left with the other books, and I continued flipping through the walk-through until I came to a particular page. The ‘incubation’ word made me pause. It took Liz awhile to turn and eat her father – the Rabid virus was activated by the invading aliens. I’m sure this was something other people thought about – if a virus could be controlled and released by prompt, then it was still out there. Maybe not the same virus – but the same action?
 
This pulsing – what was it nurturing? I mean, yeah, so it could be this HAARP thing that made TOTAL sense, but what if it were something else entirely? Something scary and threatening? They kept mentioning that there was no sign of Rabid bodies, so what happened to those?
 
I looked at the boarded up windows of the school. My instincts were crazy, now. I looked down at the book in my hand and thought about mutated creatures coming to life, nurtured by a virus to wreck havoc on the masses. Impatience hit me, and I pushed the book away from me.
 
Enough rest. It was time to go home, dammit.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
The pulsing stopped as I was heading back towards the room.
 
After hearing the constant sound of some massive heartbeat from the sky, the silence was startling. I froze in the middle of the hall, and automatically looked up. People were moving around me, involved in their own lives, and I couldn't understand how they didn't know something significant had just happened. I veered towards one of the exit doors, pushing my way outside to check for myself the ceasing of this pulsing noise.
 
Shielding my eyes with my hands, I examined the empty night sky, unnerved by the silence. The world suddenly seemed threatening with the unnatural stillness – nothing called out, nothing whistled, nothing moved. It was as if the earth itself was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.
 
            Before I could think anything, a sudden high-pitched buzzing began, building in strength until it was enough for me to cover my ears. It tore through the sky, filling the valley with noisy destruction, and I stumbled about, looking for cover and the source of the noise in one crazy movement. The new sound intensified until it was a banging metallic vibration, pulsing fiercely enough to cause snow-covered trees to shake overhead. Glass shuddered, noisily ringing out in warning. I couldn’t even think coherently. I was so terrified of what was happening around me that I stumbled about, looking for a place to hide. I managed to cram myself against a trashcan, pressing my back against the school building and uttering scared, incoherent noises as I frantically scanned the stars.
 
            Eventually, the noises finally faded away – the world was silent. Nothing moved. It felt like forever when I finally dropped my hands. I searched the sky anxiously for incoming lights, listening for anything unusual – I heard only animals giving out nervous calls and humans within the school, finally made aware of this new madness. The content of their noise was too far away for me to catch.
 
            The sky then rumbled with a sound that was more of a pulsing vibration than actual thunder. The ground vibrated. Then came a low hum that seemed as if something massive was shifting underneath my feet. Before I could say anything, the earth moved. Car alarms rang out and houses shook, lurching as the ground groaned. Glass vibrated and shattered, the metal streetlights ringing out as they swayed. It was an earthquake, and I’d never felt one this strong, before. Reno wasn’t stranger to them, but this was enough to cause wood to snap, for trees to sway violently. I thought I was going to have to run out to the street, with how violent the building shook, but the moment that thought touched me, everything stopped.
 
            Silence spilled over once more. Minutes passed without any indication of threat, the skies finally silent. I swallowed terrified screams that had built and had been trapped in my throat, recognizing that I’d been so scared that my own nails had broken in my curled palms. Brushing my hair from my face, my hands so tense that I could barely move them, I stood on shaky legs, scanning the sky. When I saw nothing up there, I looked around myself. Car alarms continued to sound off, dogs barked, a cat called from somewhere down the street. I heard guys shouting, but they were too far away from me to hear properly.
 
            I ventured out towards the sidewalk, wondering what was going to happen. I wanted to go back to the school to be with other people, but once that thought hit me, I remembered how the Rabid attacked. I couldn’t go back at that point. I was terrified of coming onto that hellish scene all over again. I felt that if I were alone in this empty area, I’d have a better chance of survival.
 
            Once my panicked mind began relishing this thought, I realized someone was calling my name. It took a few moments, panic and fear cultivating desperate hope that it was my dad, somehow – but once I recognized Harley’s voice, nothing felt so warm and sso good as knowing that he was nearby. It was so freaky – I immediately felt so much better knowing he’d come looking for me. Even after that stupid pity-party I’d had earlier – I guess that’s what fear does to someone. Warps their thoughts and mind and renders them this bipolar mess.
 
            I called back in response, not moving from my spot. Hearing my ugly croak made me clear my throat and call back out, stronger this time. He rounded the corner nearby, giving me this accusing look. He was dressed in his jacket, hunting rifle slung behind him, and a lighter backpack. He obviously didn’t spend the day sleeping, like normal people would. I decided that the dude was an insomniac, or he was sharing his dad's meth stash.
 
            "Were you talking to that fat guy earlier today?" he asked, and it wasn't even relevant to the situation, so I was stupefied. I gave him a blank stare, reaching up to straighten my blunt bangs with my fingers as he gave me a frustrated look. "Darrell, were you talking to Darrell?"
 
            "Yeah. He, uh, showed me a book – so what?" I asked, totally confused as to this line of questioning. 
 
            Harley looked uncomfortable at that point, swallowing nervously, wiping his hands on his pants. "I, uh…Tavis, he…uh, I guess things have been happening – like, strange things, and there's no explanation for any of it – "
 
            "The aliens haven't exactly told us why they're invading us – " I said dryly.
 
            "They found things! They found – weird things inside bodies in the neighborhood – that guy, Darrell, he was talking about a virus, infestation, something about…residential evils, or something…?"
 
            "Resident Evil...?"
 
            "Yeah. Some bullshit…thing about a virus? Anyway, he was talking about these bodies and…no one knows what that is, what they are, and – " He rolled his eyes, sputtering. "The way they were grilling Darrell about these things, it sounds similar to your video games. "
 
            "Okay, so?"
 
            "They want to talk to you." Harley frowned down at me, clearly unable to understand anything about me. I gave him a confused look, followed with a shrug. "Now. Something's happening, right now, and they need you two to…to 'advise' them."
 
            "I know nothing – "
 
            "That's not true. That's not entirely true." He swallowed again, and looked irritated as he gave the area a quick scan. "You've been…you've been right. Annoyingly, irritatingly right about some things, and…"
 
            Despite myself, I felt my lips curl upward. There was that feeling again, the one that made me feel like I contributed to something.
 
            "…I suggested that you sit in on it," he finally finished with some trouble. Then he really looked at me again, giving me a onceover, lingering on my bright Adidas shoes. "Where do you find this stuff? It's completely unpractical - ! Anything can see you in the dark!"
 
            "You're like an old man, lecturing to hear yourself talk."
 
            "You said one of us had to be the adult in the situation!"
 
            "It's amazing that you even listened to me."
 
            Harley stared at me for some time, then. He cleared his throat again, looking out at the darkness. "You're a piece of work, Edith," he finally said. "Sometimes, I don't know whether to just walk away from it all – "
 
            "You did. Remember?"
 
            He forgot what he was going to say after that, scratching his chin. 
 
            "Are you breaking up with me?" I asked, outraged. "Because it was never me, it was always you. You're the one breaking the rules, here."
 
            He glared at me, then indicated that I follow him. Satisfied that he was incapable of insulting me any further, I followed behind him.
 
: :
 
“No one even listens to me when I start spewing references!” Darrell protested, as we moved hastily through the main school halls. That old guy was in charge of the school – his last name was Tavis, and I knew from his bewildered stare in my direction that this entire thing was all my fault. I hadn’t even been here for forty-right hours and I’d already caused another alien invasion.
 
I was spinning with what had happened in the past half hour that I allowed Harley to pull me around, comfortable with his lead. Benson was at my right, and being surrounded by a bunch of fierce military and armed civilians wasn't as awesome as I thought it would be. I felt like a timid prisoner. Or someone drawn completely out of their clique to another – totally out of my element. I stared down at my muddy shoes and listened to them insult Darrell, instead.
 
Along the way to some offices near the front of the school, Tavis gave out hasty orders to those that were looking for him. The school halls were building with rising panic, again, as people sought answers and covers. When they caught sight of us, they gave us anxious looks. 
 
“So I didn’t even think it was that important to discuss it with you!” Darrell sputtered.
            
Tavis wanted both of us to share our knowledge on the things that had been found, our theories on larvae and ‘Flood’, this information based on a variety of video games enough to convince the others that we knew more of the situation. Darrell was so confused about my involvement that he kept losing his train of thought when he looked at me. I was confused because I don't know about these bodies they were talking about, and what they wanted wasn't exactly being made clear. It was like sputtering guesses to messed up lyrics and bad hums in order to identify a certain song.
 
            “Look, I just figured, out of theory, out of – imagination the things that could have happened, and I guess we were just –somehow right,” Darrell continued on, red-faced and sweating as he struggled to keep up with us. 
 
            “But how would you have known of this? Was this something you both knew awhile back?” Tavis demanded, glaring at him, then at me. “What are they?” 
 
            "I don’t even know what you're talking about – " I started.
 
            "Those things, the huge robots," Harley supplied helpfully. "Tell them about those things."
 
            "Are they manned?" Tavis asked me, and I stared at him. How could I even answer that? "Miss Fitzgerald, are they manned?"
 
            How did he even know my name? I sputtered, "Well, yeah, in anime, they are. They're operated from the inside by pilots, or even by remote. I don't know if these ones are – I haven't even been that close to one. They could possibly be beings themselves, like Transformers."
 
            "We've discovered these recently, and I'll need your thoughts," Tavis then said, nodding at us. One of the soldiers shoved printouts into my hands. I was stunned into seeing two corpses lying side by side, riddled with bullets. The gore made me sick, and I felt blood rushing from my face, again.
 
            "What are these?" Tavis asked, pointing at a pulpy substance embedded within the peoples' chests. It took me a few moments to see that there were faces there. Sleeping baby faces, with limbs stretched deep into human tissue – like a spider with a human face. I almost thought this was Photoshop of some kind, taking in the picture with bewilderment.
 
            "I don't even know," I said. I tried to look past the disgusting display of death, focusing on the fantastic creature hiding inside. Then I shoved them back at the guy that had given them to me. "How did you find them?"
 
            "I need answers on how to defeat them," Tavis said firmly.
 
            "I don't know what they even are. How can I tell you that?"
 
Wiping his sweaty hands on his pants and leaving behind moist streaks, Darrell interrupted with, “If these things, well, if these things are things that we’re familiar with, and they regenerated parts of the body they were incubating – "
 
It hit me what he was trying to explain, and I threw in my two cents. "Using a human body to help them mature? The legs were spread eagled, like a human's – maybe they were waiting for the chance to operate them, like a mecha!"
 
"Yes! Yes, exactly!" Darrell practically beamed, clapping his hands.
 
            “So you’re saying they’re using the dead to grow? To mature?” Tavis interrupted. I grew excited because Darrell had come to the same conclusions that I had. I couldn’t help but look at him as a fellow comrade-in-arms, and he recognized that same thing in me, too. It was too bad things happened too late for us to connect before shit happened.
 
            “ – well, yes! I think. I don’t know! I’ve never engaged into alien situations outside of – y’know, gaming consoles! I can’t even begin to tell you what these things are capable of, but they might be the second wave into the aliens’ agenda of eliminating the human race from existence!” Darrell’s voice rose, and people shuffled anxiously as the front offices were reached. "They're on the ground, man, it might just be a second wave! They're fucking adapting to our situation by creating ground soldiers entirely different from the first wave!"
 
            "Almost like sorting through their creations and finding which one works best," I said. "Destroy most with a mass shot, see how the humans react and send in another based on the adaptations they've learned from watching us."
 
            "They're watching us," Darrell stressed on a half gasp, half choke. It was an unsettling thought. "They saw us figure out how to stop the Ushers, thereby stopping the zombies, and - !"
 
            Tavis said tersely, “Assuming that they might be a second wave, what other knowledge do you two hold about their capabilities?”
 
            “Do you mean, like, powers and stuff?” Darrell asked as the door shut behind them, closing out the chaos in panic within the halls. “Well, see, the Flood regenerated corpses of both human and alien into super-powered monstrosities, with strength and a level of invincibility, but they’re killed. Not easily, but they can be killed.”
 
            “How?”
 
            “Guns, energy swords? I don’t know, man, I don’t know. Don’t consider me an expert on things, I used to play these games and I know how game villains are handled.”
 
            Tavis turned, scanned the crowd, and spotted the man that had killed the things inside the house. “How many shells did it take you, Manuel?”
 
            “Two each, sir. Torso shots.”
 
            “Harley?”
 
            Harley answered, “I was aiming for vital areas. But those things were found in the stomach cavity.”
 
            I stared at him, wondering when he'd come into contact with these things without telling me. There was no time for a backstory, though.
 
            “What if they’re using the bodies as more than an incubation unit?” I spoke up, looking at Darrell. “Maybe they’ll use them like suits of some kind. Sort of like, infiltrating the human race, taking control of dead bodies to penetrate our hideouts and flush us out into the open.”
 
            “So, they’ll take control of these dead bodies they’re incubating in, and use these bodies to…?” Tavis trailed off, gesturing at them to finish his theory.
 
            I shrugged. Darrell said, “Maybe while they’re growing in them – well, all the bodies are pretty fucked up, right? None of them really look human. After all this time, has any of you seen a long-time dead corpse look, y’know, different?”
 
            Most of them had to admit that they hadn’t. All bodies had been in stages of decomposition, lacking the features that made them vital. Bloated, ugly, torn to shreds by animals – a corpse was a corpse. But with this threat, all of us had to wonder if these new aliens were growing inside of them. I felt that panic start to rebuild in my gut. That same one that had been bubbling since the pulsing started.
 
            Darrell slapped his knees with dropping hands. “There. See? No worries. Maybe these things are just taking advantage of the body cavities, growing inside, and then they’ll release themselves upon maturation? Not using the bodies at all, unless they’re the ones regenerating limbs, workable organs. WHICH – “
 
            Tavis held a hand up. The tension within the office was mounting, and I shuffled uncomfortably as most of it was focused on us. I was starting to feel suffocated, swallowing tightly as I wished I’d been able to escape hours earlier. I felt like running out of the building without looking back. Anxiety made me desperate and scared, and it felt like I was going to hyperventilate. I looked at Harley for a sense of direction, and he was facing away from me, looking terse at something Tavis was saying.
 
            I admit I'm a manipulative cow that was in it only for herself. I do things shamelessly. But it felt like once I realized what would make me feel better, I couldn't even stop myself. I watched my fingers shake as I reached for his hand, squeezing his fingers anxiously once I felt him react to my touch. I couldn’t explain how much better I felt for the contact, even as I looked down at the floor to escape his bewildered look.
 
            I don't even know what prompted him to return the squeeze. Maybe he was too sleep deprived to realize what he was doing.
 
            “I wonder if those guys over there discovered this already, and perhaps that’s the reason behind the rising mutiny?” Darrell then said thoughtfully. I looked up because I didn’t know what he was talking about. “Maybe the people they’re shooting are – nah, not that.”
 
            “The deserters we’ve been shooting were obviously uninfected, and their vaccination probably provides resistance to infestation of this sort,” Tavis said, a skeptical look on his face.
 
            “You’ve been shooting deserters from the camps?” I spoke up, starting to panic. Despite not having yet confirmed whether or not my parents were actually in those camps, I felt that I should be concerned anyway. “There’s mutiny? What’s going on?”
 
            Darrell flailed his hands. “And enough about those things, I think this is an indication that things were around to lay these things inside of those things!”
 
            Everyone went still, the thoughts running through their mind. They looked at each other, as if they could see any signs of any possible contamination in each other. Darrell cleared his throat loudly.
            
            “Does anybody feel weird? I mean…weirder than normal?” he asked tentatively. “Or, even, perhaps, once the aliens saw that we had a cure against the original vaccination, maybe they didn’t bother with us living. Maybe all they intended to do was infect the dead with their, uh, their babies. Soldiers. Whatever they are.”
 
            “It’s…it’s a lot to think about,” Tavis said slowly. He was tense, worried as he looked at the group. “For now, we’re going to keep this quiet, but we’ll remain fully alert. Please, do not let this leave this room. We’ll need to get out of the city. We’ll need to find safe routes out of here. Immediately. We need all capable persons familiar with the area to find a way out by tonight.”
 
            As Tavis left with the members of his security team, Chuck advanced towards us, looking only at Harley. “The teams are stretched out as it is. This is not working out, Harley. To be honest, there are always supplies of some kind in any of these buildings, but what’s worse is that when summer comes along, the heat will be just as deadly. What water is left will not keep, and fuel should be gone.”
 
            “You’re thinking about escaping to the mountains?” Harley asked. I noticed that his fingers had tightened around mine. I wanted to wince, but I didn’t want Chuck addressing me in any way. He seemed like he was forcing himself to focus entirely on his son.
 
            “I was already antsy about staying behind before, but this is different. This is shit I didn’t expect,” Chuck admitted. He spoke like I wasn’t there, and, considering every possibility, he had probably rendered me invisible the moment he started talking. “I thought those things were gone. I thought all we had to deal with were these people.“
 
            “It was never really confirmed.”
 
            “What happened before was only a preamble. What this is now, is extinction. What hadn’t died before by the Rabid and those other things, these things are going to finish. We’d have more of an advantage, a better chance of survival if we weren’t in the city. Humans we could deal with, but more alien creatures?”
 
            “I agree with you,” Harley said.
 
            Chuck stared at him for a few moments. “But…?”
 
            “I…I can’t...leave these people behind.”
 
            He had the chance to leave a long time ago. I felt myself look at Harley with silent regard, noticing his faintly embarrassed expression. But I noticed that his hand didn’t release mine. I felt the gravity of the moment in my chest. I felt it change something in me. 
 
            Chuck was pissed once his eyes dropped down to our linked hands, and the realization on his face was almost comical. I felt awkward and uncomfortable being the source of this tension. His hand finally dropped mine, and I couldn’t help but watch as Harley gave his father an ugly expression. 
            
            “Goddamn it, Harley! Think about it, son! There’s a better chance of living out there! They aren’t attacking the animals, they haven’t even bothered with the water, or the elements -! Mankind has survived just off the land itself, without all these modern amenities for centuries before civilization was established! That means we can do it, easily! I’ve prepared you for this - !”
 
            “I’m well aware of that, but – but I guess my priorities are different, now.”
 
            “There’s Chloe - !”
 
            “Chloe’s a dyke, Dad!”
 
            Chuck then looked bewildered. I suddenly had the urge to go meet her while they proceeded to forget that I was there. “Since when?”
 
            “You didn’t know that? Don’t you people have, like, sensors or something?”
 
            “It doesn’t matter - !”
 
            “I made my choice,” Harley interrupted him. “I’m not going without – them. You’re just going to have to accept that.”
 
            Chuck jabbed him, and I thought they were going to start swinging at each other as Harley shoved that hand away from him. I’d never been around a family that had so much tension running through them. This situation actually scared me. I’d been around man fights – but this was so different. I wasn’t even sure how to deal with it, trying to stand as small as possible as to avoid anything that might come my way.
 
“I won’t. Even if it means taking matters into my own hands, and making you see what sort of stupid decision you’re making chasing after puss –“
 
            Harley shoved him, and Chuck had to catch himself. I almost choked on a startled gasp and remembered to be as quiet as possible. 
 
            Chuck stared at him for a few moments, then said low, “I’m not leaving without you. Not again.”
 
            He then turned and walked away. I wanted to disappear. I had no idea how to handle the situation at all. I’d had no idea how just how significant I’d been to Harley, with all our words and fights. Yeah, I knew in the beginning that he had it for me. But to have so much adversity with his father over me? To fight for me? No one had done that before.
 
            I couldn’t recall any man other than my own father fighting for me, but dad always did for fatherly things, things that he had to do. None of my boyfriends had made me such a big deal – I was a materialistic thing to them, and this was a role I’d cultivated because I believed in it. Now that things were different…now that this world was different…I was stunned because it was obvious that I was more than that to this dork that I’d barely even noticed in the beginning.





  
 
 
            
 
 
 
            
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
“What are we going to do?” I finally managed to ask. He looked over his shoulder at me, almost like he’d forgotten that I was there. Rearranged his moody expression for something else. He then busied himself with snatching my hand, examining the blisters there and giving me an impatient look.
 
Without even saying anything, he threw off his backpack and withdrew a red medical pouch. I don't know, it was something suddenly romantic as he doctored my hand without me whining about it. Truthfully, I was so occupied with other things that it didn't even bother me.
 
            “Let’s go to the mountains. Out of the city, away from all these things. We’d be safe from all of this down here,” he said slowly, carefully spreading a cool gel over the burns on my palms and fingers.
 
            I gave him a startled look. “I couldn’t do that – “
 
            “Why not?” he demanded, ripping open packets to unravel ointment covered cotton pads. He was extremely gentle in his handling – I felt embarrassed by the feelings caused by it. “It's safe up there, Ed! They’d have to work to find us!”
 
            “I haven’t found my parents yet, Harley.”
 
            As he hastily wrapped my hand with gauze, he was freaking lecturing me. There was something significant happening between us, and he was lecturing me. “It’s not safe down here, there’s people out there trying to kill us, and these things, and we’re running out of supplies and clean water - !”
 
            “Like there’s more supplies up there?” I asked incredulously, unable to imagine survival in the mountains the way that he could. To me, it was impossible. I couldn’t see anything but rocks, trees and a severe lack of flushing water.
 
            “We can live off the land, Ed. It’s not that hard. There are ways to convert that water into safe drinking water, and there’s plenty of animals, and - !”
 
            “I’m not leaving this city to go live in the dirt somewhere!” I exclaimed, pulling my hand back once he was finished with taping the ends of the gauze. I then pulled away because I was dazed over my sudden horror of romanticizing him bandaging me up. Out in the hall, he continued to spew his reasons why we should be living in the mountains.
 
            “You’re living in the dirt here! All the food we’ve been able to get is running out!”
 
            “There are millions of homes that has non-perishables, and besides, what about other things, girl things that a guy can’t understand - ?” It was horrifying to imagine that time of the month in the wilderness. What if I attracted bears?
 
            “You’ll be safer up there than you ever would down here!” he ended up shouting at me. “You can’t stay down here, there’s nothing here for you to stay for! Your parents are dead, you don’t have anybody else - ! I want you to be safe - ! That’s the only way I can think of to try to keep you safe!”
 
            I fell silent for a few moments, his desperate voice ringing down the hall. Both of us were embarrassed by the emotion in his words. I felt like running away, horror cascading through my limbs. His words were way too intimate. I was scared of those words. I was scared of his feelings. I was scared that something had happened that I hadn't even been aware of.
 
            “You don’t have to yell at me,” I then muttered. 
 
            “All I can see around me are these things waiting to hatch. I want to get out from this place, away from the city, and be safe somewhere where there isn’t a rotting body to worry about. But I don’t want to move on without you, Ed. I want you to come with me. I don’t want to stay here. There’s no chance here.”
 
            I needed to find my parents. I couldn’t make any huge decisions until I did. I thought of them now, wondering what they would think about us living in the mountains with Harley and his family. Could they do that? Would they, with me? Could I make myself go with him if dad didn’t want to?
 
I doubted dad would agree to this so easily, trying to imagine what he’d think of this guy, who was so opposite of what we were used to. My family and I are city people. We don’t venture out beyond city limits to explore the sagebrush. We like paved roads and convenient twenty-four hour choices.
 
             He watched me for a few moments, and I really had to wonder what this guy saw in me. I just didn’t get it. I treated him like shit, I was obviously above his standards, yet he looked at me completely. When did that happen? Why? After all the shit I gave him, when did he start putting me in front of his own needs? Was this normal in survival situations?
            
I still wasn’t sure how to handle it, so I looked down at my feet instead. "I don't get you," I managed to eke out. "When did this happen?"
 
Harley reddened before responding awkwardly. "Uh, well…things make sense, sometimes, in – in weird situations. I don't even…like…know. Stuff."
 
"You must like being treated like shit," I said. 
 
He rolled his eyes. "To be honest, I liked you until you opened your mouth."
 
I gave him an accusatory scowl. "You have an Asian fetish."
 
He cleared his throat again, squinting at his shoes. "Not at all. But it was just…when were separated that first time, it was…weird not arguing with somebody that made me lose my train of thought."
 
I think that was one of the most flattering things I'd ever heard from a guy. A compliment on my character, and not on my physical attributes. This was the first time I truly didn't know what to say, or even knew how to accept it. I stared at him with my mouth open, unable to say anything because my mind was a blank.
 
"I don't even know what that means," he then said hastily, ruffling his boring brown hair. "It's just…so annoying, really. It's like an obstacle course with you. Women are supposed to be easy, and you're the most difficult one of them all. I could almost hate you at the same time for being such a…such a bitch."
 
I managed to get my wits back, swallowing tightly. I even felt myself blushing.
 
"And of course, you take it as a compliment," he said, almost a complaint. I couldn't help but chuckle.
 
"I am flattered beyond all words," I said over someone’s rising shouts from down the hall. I was too focused on the man in front of me to even bother looking for the reasons behind those building voices. "I don't even know what to say."
 
"Please consider leaving the city," he then said. “It’d be easier than trying to survive with those things out here. Up there, there’s not many bodies. We can handle the elements, we know how to protect ourselves. There’s plenty of food, and uncontaminated water. These things would have to travel rough terrain to get to us, and there’s no guarantee that they would. Why would they focus on small groups of people when they have more to ambush down here?”
 
            He made sense, I guess.
 
            “I don’t know why you would try so hard for me, Harley, I really don’t. It kind of freaks me out,” I muttered. 
 
            “I guess…I guess I don’t want to live with regrets, anymore,” he said with a shrug. “Not when things can happen so quickly. I think it’s appropriate to just…get things out there, before it’s lost and…and then always looking back and wishing…”
 
            Things did happen quickly. Things had changed significantly since that First Night. Life wasn’t what it was a year ago. I would have never imagined myself surviving like this – hadn’t ever pictured myself even making it past an opening cut scene. But here I was.
 
            Before I could say anything, those shouts I’d heard earlier grew louder, with alarm laced through words. Both of us looked down the hall to see what the hell was going on, and that’s when the gunshots rang out. People were suddenly running and screaming, and the halls were filled with panic.
 
This long, ghostly howl lifted above people’s screams. It clearly wasn’t human. It made my blood run cold. It did not have a Rabid tone to it – it was something new. Similar howls began to rise up within various areas of the school. The men with guns panicked, eyes wide and guns swinging around as they started running for the door, caught up in the chaos of the other survivors. Everyone moved as a startled flock, almost shoving and pushing each other in order to escape the confines of the building. Amid the startling alien screams were those of humans, being slaughtered by unseen things.
 
            Slamming into us, Sandy grabbed my arm and shoved Harley, Emmy latching onto me. I hadn’t even seen them approach, having been overwhelmed by the noises and chaos. All I saw were slivers of the First Night, utterly terrorized by how fast paced the attack had been. Almost like I’d lost myself in that memory, frozen by how vivid the pictures, smells and sounds were. Good thing Sandy was there, shouting words I couldn’t translate because I was such a startled mess. She guided us into the office we’d been in minutes earlier, and took cover behind the desk there. Shutting the door and locking it, she caught her breath while Emmy and I crouched low to the floor, holding onto each other with superstrength caused by fear. Harley fiddled with his jacket, hastily adjusted his rifle strap so that he could check the chamber.
 
            Through the windows, we watched survivors flee the incoming creatures, Sandy lowering herself to a crouch within the door’s only solid panel. Above and around her, solid black humanoid creatures crawled the walls, pounced through the air with chilling shrieks, taking down people with ease. People were being killed beyond that glass, screaming in horror and fear before dying at the claws of these things. They moved so fast that I couldn’t quite make out their features – plus I ducked my head so they couldn’t see me, either, and I shook uncontrollably as I listened to people die.
 
            A set of doors opened from our right, revealing Benson as he hissed at us to stay low and follow him. I pushed Emmy ahead of me, needing something to do. Otherwise I’d have stayed clutching that desk leg forever, and knowing that the teen needed guidance helped me. Sandy crawled along behind me, and Harley followed. Benson prompted us to our feet and gestured at another doorway, this one leading into the medical offices. It was dark and we couldn’t see a thing, so Emmy and I waited near the doorway for the others.
 
            Once he returned, Benson used a flashlight to lead the way through some overturned tables and supplies. I reached out, fumbling with shaking hands, to grab what I could, stuffing them into my hoodie pockets. Sandy grew annoyed with my task and pushed me to keep me moving. At the other end of the room, Chloe propped a door open and hissed at us to hurry up.
 
            “Did you see dad anywhere?” I heard Harley ask her in a low whisper, as Sandy pushed me and Emmy through the doorway and guided us towards the outside. It was stark cold, the school grounds were seemingly empty – but the night air echoed with alien shrieks and the screams of the living. It was not a comforting sound. It made me want to cram myself back through that doorway and find a place to hide.
            
            Before I could look to Sandy for more guidance, she was up on her feet and hissing at me and Emmy to follow. We did, Emmy holding onto my hand with the strength of a man, almost making me cry out. Benson came up behind us, shielding us as he encouraged us to run. The other two brought up the rear, and we were racing across the empty school grounds for the perimeter fence.
 
            In the neighborhood nearby, some survivors were loading their vehicles quickly, gunshots sounding off in panicked succession. The earth rumbled at that point, rising up and collapsing with a massive drum of sound that nearly drowned out the screams. We had to stop as the ground shook violently, hollow cracking noises exploding all around us. Glass shattered noisily, raining down onto shifting pavement, and aliens howled viciously as they raced out from the shadows.
 
            The chaos was fast-paced, nothing standing out as a single threat. The ground shifted with another rumbling groan. Streetlights crashed to the cracking pavement with metallic shudders. Upward, the stars seemed to move. We were separated as things happened so fast, all of us scrambling to get out of the way of falling things that we couldn’t really identify in the darkness. It was all loud sounds, shaking ground and chaos. Just pure chaos.
 
            “It’s another onslaught,” I heard Sandy exclaim. She was to my right – I fell because the ground seemed to heave upward, like I was on a damn trampoline. I hit the dirt as she fired several times at something that screeched viciously. “They’re trying to finish us off!”
 
            “Run, run, run!” I heard Harley shout, and I was suddenly being pushed forward. He took a couple of shots at the aliens wearing human skins, then cursed as the empty clicks told him he was out. I ran ahead, maneuvering clumsily through fallen debris as the ground continued to shudder. Power lines danced briefly before collapsing, vehicles rocked in place, and houses creaked under the pressure.
 
            I then stopped, yelping as I covered my head. Harley tripped over me, Sandy catching herself. She looked up in time to see one of the power lines surging forward, swinging widely through the air. She ducked in time, dropping to the pavement as the poles crashed down around us. At the same time, one of the alien creatures pounced on her, snarling. She managed to fight off the bite that had been aimed for her throat, her forearm being ensnared within that toothless maw. 
 
            Quickly, the woman ensnared the alien body close to hers, rolled both of them so that she had the alien on the ground, and wiggled away, reloading quickly. Before the alien could get up for another attack, Sandy killed the thing. Damn, I wish I was like her. She looked so cool.
 
            The ground heaved mightily at this point, bursting upwards in a shower of noise and pavement. A trumpeting sound deafened us, debris raining around us as a single vehicle flipped end over end before slamming into the sidewalk beside me. The ground continued to shake, making it impossible to stand. I felt an ensnaring force on my arm, and saw Sandy holding tightly onto me, using her body to shield mine. I didn’t see Harley anywhere, but things were happening so fast that I couldn’t even look for him before she pushed me to move. Both of us struggled, but were so disoriented that our steps took us further into danger. The sound blared outward once more, vibrating the very air around them.
 
            It was hard to see what was happening, dust and smoke swirling in thick curtains around them. Things smashed into the streets, glass shattered. Vehicles crumbled, and I saw the pillar to our left lift upward. Through the intense thickness of the dust cloud, I saw what looked like a giant robot moving away from the scene. It made me gape, confused as to whether this thing came from the streets below us, or was just passing through. It was hard to see details, with all the explosions, dust clouds exploding all around us. All I could see was a robot as tall as a building walking casually through the neighborhood.
 
            The school crumbled immediately under one of its steps, and it lifted a pair of overly long arms to the sky – as I followed the action with awestruck eyes, I realized it was gesturing at the massive rectangle with glowing lights high above us. It was soundless – it took up much of the sky. It moved slowly from the east, over the mountains Harley had wanted us to escape to. With how noiseless it was, I would’ve never noticed it up there – I had to wonder just how long it had been there. Was it responsible for the pulsing noises?
 
            I felt shaking upon my arm, and looked over to seeing Sandy gesturing wildly – we had only seconds before another massive foot fell over us. Aliens danced around the moving pillar with startled screeches, seemingly abandoning their efforts in decimating the humans below. Like ants, they swarmed the legs of the robot with noises that echoed high above them. As we ran from as much as the chaos as we could, I glanced upward. There were more alien spaceships moving through the skies, zipping around the massive rectangle already sliding through the night. 
            
The two robots that were walking through Sparks were loping casually through the neighborhoods – two indistinguishable shapes that didn’t bother looking back. I looked back up at the alien ship that continued to twinkle noiselessly. Looked to the two robots that were waving at a smaller ship gliding down to them. After a few moments of watching, I saw that the ship was landing near them – from our distance, the two robots crumbled into pieces. They shot upward in fluid motion, loading themselves into open areas of the ship. After a few moments, the aircraft began lifting back towards the larger ship in the sky – its form was dwarfed by it, disappearing within the blinking lights and expanding shadows.
 
            I continued to gape because this was significant – I was seeing something significant, and I wanted to try and understand it at that very moment. Yet everything was against me – Sandy was jerking me around, things were trying to kill us, and Harley was no where in sight. An explosion from nearby swept me off my feet – all I heard was this crushing ringing sound, and it felt heavy because it knocked off my entire equilibrium. I couldn’t focus on anything. I couldn’t see because the light had blinded me, and I couldn’t hear.
 
            I staggered about like some drunkard leaving a casino – squinting for something familiar. I could see armed guys shooting at various moving shadows, and I knew I had to run. I had to escape the dangers around me. I just started running in a random direction.
 
            Sound began to return, and it was chaotic. People were screaming, gunfire blasted, and aliens screeched as they did everything they could to eliminate everybody. I ran because my instinct screamed at me to do so. I didn’t even look back, because I knew if I did, I would do something stupid. Like stumble and fall. Or see something that would make me turn around and go back and – 
 
            I ran.
 
            I just chose a direction and ran without looking for the others. I didn’t even think of them – I just thought of myself.
 
            I couldn’t die. I had just made it to Reno. I was that much closer to my parents, I needed to just go. I couldn’t just continue to waste my time with these people – I just needed to go.
 
            I needed to live!





  
 
 
            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
 
Since I pretty much was familiar with the Sparks area, I knew where I was going. I ran until I literally couldn’t, anymore. I walked heavily, struggling for breath, wishing upon wishes that I’d started out as this in-shape gym-rat and not a skinny-fat gamer chick. The night was extremely cold, but the clothing and the jacket I wore helped immensely. With the light being provided overhead by the moon, and the reflection of it bouncing off the white snow that had settled undisturbed in the city, I was able to see pretty clearly.
 
Walking felt good – though it had been awhile, I found a rhythm that felt comfortable. The silence that stretched around me was foreign and strange, but eventually that became familiar. The sounds that had been so deafening back at the school were sadly silent. I couldn’t help but look back every once and a while, catching sight of the smoke that billowed up into the night sky.
 
The massive rectangle in the sky was still there, but it looked as if it were slowly moving towards the east. Its continuously blinking lights were almost mesmerizing. I had to wonder how many of those robots were up there, and what else was going to happen. It seemed like those things in the sky had made sure to drop enough shit on us to clear out the human population – everyone that struggled to survive the Rabid was now going to have a harder time with the aliens.
 
It was clever of them. Wipe a whole bunch of us with a zombie virus, lay eggs in the dead, and continue to clean house with what they had left. They were trying to make us go extinct. It was too bad that humans are rather stubborn and don’t like to die easy.
 
My route home was already mapped out in my mind – I would find Prater, take it all the way down to adjoining Fourth – then make my way to Wells, and South Virginia. From there, South Virginia, I would find California. If not that route, there were others I could take – side streets that I often took when the main streets were either in the midst of frustrating construction/repair, or during rush hours. Reno always had some sort or road mess going on.
 
It was a trip that allowed me a lot of thinking, a lot more one-sided conversations with myself. When morning arrived, I was physically exhausted, but found an open room in a hotel on Fourth Street and collapsed underneath a bed that faced the door. I fell asleep facing the street.
 
After napping, I woke, and stared out through the open door. My breath was visible as I breathed, and the blankets I’d used to wrap around myself smelled of cigarette smoke. I was too cold to sleep, and there was a dog running chaotically through the snow. I was almost home – that motivated me enough to climb out from my hiding spot, stretch, and then go through the room for something useful.
 
I didn’t find anything, so I left without bothering to check the other rooms. Looking behind me, I saw that my footsteps stretched for at least a mile. The mothership, or whatever it was, was gone. The sun rose high over head, and it looked so odd to stare up and see only blue stretches of sky. Reno had always been busy with air traffic coming through, so not hearing those incoming and outbound planes was something I had to get used to. I looked towards Sparks, and saw smoke continuing to curl up towards the sky. 
 
The dog that had been running chaotically earlier startled me as it ran full speed down the street and made a sharp right towards the Ramada nearby. I saw a small group of people heading up the street, carrying full bags of things and dressed for winter. I could hear them talking, laughing amongst each other – it felt good to hear.
 
They didn’t see me as they walked up Sutro, and I made sure they didn’t. I wasn’t about to run into people again, but it was so awesome to see people living despite the aliens’ trouble in trying to kill us off.
 
: :
 
The Wells bridge was destroyed – it was a pile of rubble. Amongst the huge chunks of concrete and roadside signs, I saw crushed cars, people that had died trapped within. The river below was a mess of floating debris, trapped in ice and slow moving water. It didn’t look easy to cross, but I didn’t feel like walking any further down Fourth just to get to South Virginia. I tightened my bag around myself, and headed over.
 
Carefully picking my way through rubble and metal, it took me some time to cross the bridge. It was slow going and scary – things shifted and tilted in such ways that I squeaked and squealed as I caught myself, making unnecessary noise as I did so. By the time I’d made it over to what remained of Kuenzli, I was breathing hard and nursing a hand I’d smooshed between two concrete blocks. Wells was a destroyed mess as well – being that it was one of the main streets that penetrated the area straight through. I debated on moving up to Ryland to get closer to California, pausing in place to stare ahead. More abandoned vehicles, a fire truck lying on its side near the 7-11, caught my attention. I wasn’t sure what it was that made in look in that area specifically, but my senses were tingling.
 
I ducked low against a Napa Auto Parts truck, holding my breath. Straining to hear anything out of place within the silence, I touched the cold metal with both hands and wondered what it was I’d seen in the first place. Cautiously peeking over the truck bed, I scanned the area again and finally saw what had caught my eye – a couple of soldiers pushing through the mess within the intersection of Mill and Wells. 
 
I ducked once more, making a face. They were dressed in urban camo, carrying standard assault rifles, yet they were also leading horses that were loaded with canvas bags of what I assumed were supplies. Their voices were quiet and muffled with the distance between us. Cautiously, I peeked over yet again, to make sure that they were continuing on the way they were faced. Once I felt assured of the space between us, I hurried on. California Avenue was so close – it was nearly five minutes by car, and this motivated me badly to just get there.
 
Once I reached that particular intersection, I hid behind another vehicle, peeking over and watching as they continued on. They were using the crowded street to send two guys at a time into an establishment, search around, and bring back things that they deemed useful. In a city that was currently abandoned and empty, it made plenty of sense in that there would be enough supplies to keep people alive for some time. I watched them for a few moments, then continued on, hitting Ryland, crossing over to Liberty and hoping that there was enough distance between the streets and their proximity for them not to see me.
 
Anxiety hit me suddenly, and instead of creeping around the vehicles and keeping a watchful eye in that direction, I started booking it down the snow-covered sidewalks, absolutely sure that there were people chasing me. I didn’t even look back – even though I was extremely short of breath and I was not destined for any Olympic event, I was propelled by fear and desperation to continue on. I was thisclose to reaching home, and I wanted to get there. I slipped in snow that hadn’t seen other feet since – well, I guess for a while, judging from the buildup that had settled on abandoned vehicles around me.
 
The air was cold to breathe in, so inhaling and exhaling hurt. The silence around me was so unnatural and still that it felt I was physically absorbing that as well – a heavy weight that dismissed the cold slush that built around my pants legs and soaked my shoes. I slid across Holcombe with a startled squeal that ended with an awkward squawk as I slammed hard into the stoplights. The metal vibrated with such loudness that I wanted to bury myself underneath the nearest car. The sound echoed off the icy windows in the buildings around me, sent birds scurrying up into the sky. The green Lincoln street sign flapped in place, chains jiggling. I winced, covered my ears, then listened hard for any sign of surprised voices, for movement other than my own.
 
Then I got back up, limping for a short distance until the stiffness of impact had withered away with another burst of adrenaline. Booking it down the street, I told myself I wasn’t the best action hero, the smartest heroine there could be – I probably looked like one of those stupid saps that panicked in horror movies, that just sprinted off in hopes to just get away and ends up getting slaughtered easily.
 
I looked over my shoulder and saw nothing but my footprints – it made me wince, but I continued on, moving closer and closer to South Virginia – closer to home. Pumping my arms hard, I focused on the intersection ahead – I’d turn left, go up a couple of blocks, turn right – I was so close to home that I imagined my parents waiting in the living room, waiting to signal me as I approached. They somehow knew I was thisclose to home, and were waiting patiently for me to arrive. Stupid and ridiculous, I know, but it motivated me as I grew closer to South Virginia.
 
The Bank of America building loomed high overhead, blocking out the sun, towering over the Nevada State Bank just across the street. Streetlights were covered in snow, the colored globes hidden beneath – the sign for South Virginia was a rewarding sight. As I crossed over from South Center, my footsteps ringing off the library to my right and to the realty offices on my left, I chanced a look up at the sky – to see the clouds hanging ominously overhead, promising more snow.
 
I looked down and skid once more as I locked eyes with a startled soldier, who looked too young to be holding that assault rifle he was lifting. His partner was pointing in the other direction, and I tried to stop – but momentum kept me sliding. Good thing because once I hit my back on the snow covered sidewalk, the delivery truck to my right was sprayed with a spew of rounds that blocked out anything that could have been said. I turned onto my stomach, pushing myself with desperate strength underneath this vehicle, snow hissing under the impact of hot rounds masculine voices shouting out. I crawled underneath the truck, wiggling between the two front tires and coming out from underneath the grille. The kid kept shooting and shouting, and I couldn’t even hear what he was saying.
 
It was so loud and so scary that I couldn’t even think coherently – I just knew I was going to be hit. This desperation forced me away from the noise, running desperately away from them. I didn’t even think about where I was going – I just wanted to go.
 
Snow hissed and bullets exploded around me – I don’t know how I didn’t get hit, but I squealed and ducked around the nearest building – I was running north on South Center, away from where I needed to be. I realized this as I passed the library, gulping in cold amounts of air and hearing them run after me. I glanced back, saw them tearing around the corner of the building, trying to keep their balance on the snow covered sidewalk and misplaced bulk of their uniforms and supplies. One tumbled onto his side while the other brought his gun up again – I turned a hard left back onto Ryland, towards the parking lot near the Nevada State Bank that looked as if someone had crushed it from above. 
 
I didn’t understand why they were trying to kill me when we’d all survived an alien attack last night. Shouldn’t we all be coming together and working as a team? Of course, I wasn’t going to stop and ask – I didn’t want to get gunned down just blocks from home.
 
Crater shaped impacts showed me smashed vehicles, a sewer system that sent up puffs of smelly clouds – there were buildings here, once, but in my blind panic, I couldn’t even remember what they were. I headed towards the parking lot, trying to keep distance between me and those guns.
 
I glanced over my shoulder, seeing the one still on his feet stumbling over something that had been hidden under snowfall, tripping him and sending him and his weapon sprawling into the street. Guess he wasn’t familiar with the area to know what was there, and I used my knowledge for my advantage. He was shouting something as I ran across South Virginia Street to the parking lot and made a right towards the intersection again. I realized that he was giving directions for an interception in the direction I was going.
 
I saw movement to my right, up Liberty, a couple of guys on horseback catching sight of me. I made a hard right, running, once more, away from the intersection and running down South Virginia. I wanted to scream with frustration as I heard the sounds of the guys on horseback giving chase. Cutting across a corner of what remained of the parking lot, I ran onto Court Street, the looming justice building empty and strangely gothic. The horses were trying to keep their balance atop of the slippery surfaces, and the men were communicating loudly to each other over radios that crackled angrily within the unnatural stillness of the city – I could tell where they were without even looking back.
 
I was too terrified to do so, anyway, sure I’d catch a bullet of some kind in the face. Huffing and puffing, I pumped my arms and legs as fast and as hard as I could possibly go, managing to make it to South Sierra street – I figured as long as I stayed on this side of the Truckee River, I’d be fine. I could lose them somehow, and not stray that far away from home. With this in mind, I turned towards the Family Services building.
 
The doors opened when I pushed them in, and that bought me some time from those guys on horses. But glass shattered as they shot in after me, causing me to duck. I screamed after hearing and feeling something hot pass by my shoulder, and this caused me to throw myself behind the security stand that allowed entrance into the lobby of the building. Once I assumed I was okay, hearing them continuously shout out to others that they had me cornered, I crawled hastily from the security stand and went for the stairway ahead of me. I clamored up that, struggling to catch my breath and having absolutely no idea where I was going to hide. I’d driven past this building all the time, yet I’d never been inside.
 
I heard them clamor into the building after me, so I knew I needed to make this quick. I turned towards some service windows, and threw myself in that open slot between counter and plastic. I barely managed to fit – losing weight helped so much at a time like this – but I dropped back down onto the floor, scattering papers and desk shit all over the place. Picking myself up, I went running for the door near the back, opened it, and burst out into more office space. I had to hide myself fast, so I searched for the best place to do so – I burst through another door, followed the signs for the stairway, and headed up.
 
I heard them clearing out the areas behind me – they were fast, and they probably heard my desperate running. I tried to stifle my heavy breathing as I slammed through another set of doors and ran down an empty hall, unsure of what floor I was on and what sorts of rooms were around me. I took a metal door in, the heavy release of the latch ringing out within the silence, and took another set of stairs down to ground level. I slammed through an emergency fire exit, coming out onto Rainbow, behind the court building.
 
Sucking in air, I ran for the river, thinking I could lose them somehow over there. The bridge had been destroyed – the theater across the Truckee River was a crumbled mess, the parking lot garage next to it a pile of rubble – I ran for the ruined bridge, and managed to cram myself desperately into the wreckage, to hide myself behind fallen walls of concrete and a black Escalade that still had people inside. The smell was horrendous, the rushing river crashing so loudly around the debris and overtaking the silence of the streets that I couldn’t even hear if the men were still looking for me.
 
I looked into the Escalade as I pressed both hands against my nose and mouth. I looked at the crushed roof, the shattered windows, and the decomposing bodies of a man and woman dressed in stylish suits. From the looks of it, they’d been workers at the court. Struggling to catch my breath as quietly as possible, I hugged my knees to my chest and strained to hear the others’ presence. The water made the temperature that much colder – it lapped at the edges of the debris in front of me, rushing against the Escalade’s tires.
 
I stared down at this, and waited.
 
: :
 
When night came, it was impossible to see a thing. My body was stiff as I climbed out from the wreckage, peering out into darkness so thick and heavy that I couldn’t even find my way back to the street without reaching out with both hands and physically searching for obstacles in my path. Enough time had passed for those people to have lost interest in finding me. 
 
When it snowed, there was a thick, ringing quality to it that made silence seem like some breathing thing. There was a heaviness in the air that told me it was snowing – this made me exhale heavily, knowing that I had to find somewhere to bed down for the night. I had no idea whether I was looking down South Sierra, or facing Island Avenue. I sniffled, wiped my nose with my sleeve, and began walking.
 
I bumped into cars on my quest, and finally found a street sign that told me this particular street charged a toll for parking, so I knew I was back on South Sierra. 
 
I stumbled my way onto the sidewalk, and began to walk South Sierra Street, keeping my ears open and my eyes wide. Despite the length of time, the physical exhaustion I felt in my journey, I was still motivated enough to walk. I simply hugged myself tightly and began the silent descent towards Liberty once more. As I did so, I examined the outlines of buildings around me, recognizing them by their proximity.
 
My movements were the only indication that someone was still alive in this area. Glass crackled slightly, metal shifted with the cold, and somewhere in the far distance – I couldn’t tell, due to the echoing – a dog barked something that wasn’t a panicked bark.
 
Reaching California Avenue excited me. I was almost home. Being so close to it, I kept walking. I stumbled into fire hydrants and hidden debris as I did so, but nothing was going to stop me from reaching my home. Everything that had been a problem or hitch in my journey so far was nothing, now. And reviewing it all, as my teeth chattered and body shivered, I had to admit to myself that I was tougher than I’d previously thought.
 
In the warehouse, I thought I’d never make it. I’d cried, I’d cowered, I’d hid and did things I still wasn’t proud of – but I’d survived many things. I’d come this far. I’d lived and outlived the situations that had popped up. I had done things I’d never seen myself do, or had even imagined of doing.
 
By the time I’d reached Mark Twain via Nixon, and the silent, dark houses reacquainted themselves to me, I was overfilled with energy. There was a dump truck that was overturned in the center of the street, but that was easy to negotiate. A cat meowed loudly from one of the houses, and I knew it had belonged to the elderly couple from around the corner – Milly, they’d called it. A piece of shit animal that always used mom’s flowerpots as a personal toilet.
 
Still, I greeted it joyfully when it revealed itself to me, an orange tabby with a loud meow that echoed off the emptiness around us. My house was just ahead – a maintained lawn with brick-lined flowerbeds, with a wooden porch that had a single bench lined up with the railing. Mom’s windchimes were singing softly in some breeze, and snow started to fall the moment I hurried up my walkway.
 
I wanted to call out their names in relief, pulling the storm door open and trying the front door. It was locked, and I ignored the metallic protest of the storm door as I released it, turning to go to the back walkway. I slammed instead into dad’s Range Rover, and it took me a few moments to process this. It was piled high with snow, and parked exactly as he had left it that day I went to work.
 
I stared at the vehicle, feeling both relieved and puzzled that they hadn’t even used it to escape the First Night. Something tightened and built at the base of my throat, and I swallowed hard. Ignoring the rising feeling of this unidentifiable something in my chest, I hurried to the wooden privacy fence, reached my fingers between the thin slit of the gate and the support beam of the fence, and popped the lock with my finger tip. The gate swung open, so loudly that snow fell from the trees in the backyard, as if startled by the noise itself. I pushed through nearly three feet of snow on my way to the stairs of the back door, glancing over at the separate structure in the yard. Dad’s study.
 
The snow in the yard was high, undisturbed. No one had used this yard in some time. I stared at the silent addition, thinking of the gun cabinet he kept in there and wondering if he’d just gathered everything he could that first night and had taken what he’d needed from there, so that they could live in the house without – I couldn’t think clearly after that.
 
Before I ascended the stairway, I reached underneath the brick layering of the railing my dad and a friend of his had constructed years ago, finding the key still nestled between crumbled brick and mortar.
 
I unlocked the back sliding door, pushing it open and feeling it catch on the single metal spike that dad had always kept within the rail – a back up in case someone picked the lock on the door. I tried to squeeze myself into the narrow slot of door and frame and couldn’t do it. 
 
“Dad!” I called out, my voice a shrill scream in the dark. I winced, hearing it echo – people definitely could hear it, but I doubt they could locate where I was. I waited, listening to the snow fall. Heard Milly from around the house, the cat appearing moments later and hesitating at the sight of snow in front of her.
 
I heard nothing.
 
Panic welled in me, and I pushed away from the door. Tried slamming it a few times to dislodge the spike, but it didn’t budge. I didn’t want to break the door, and called for my parents once more.
 
I heard nothing.
 
My throat felt tight, and no matter how many times I swallowed, I couldn’t dislodge the lump there. I pushed away from the door, trying to breathe and think at the same time. The plan to find vaccination papers had just vanished from my thoughts – everything was still in place the day I'd left the house, and this told me, somehow, that the papers were useless. I was on another mission to just find my parents. I looked up at the second story windows, and then rushed down the back stairs, pushing through the snow towards dad’s study.
 
The door was slightly ajar once I reached it, and it took only a push to open it. In the darkness, I couldn’t see anything inside, but familiarity told me what I needed to know. There was nothing inside that raised an alarm. It was dead still and quiet – I walked in, smelling the strong, heady scent that was my dad, and could, in my mind’s eye, see every detail of the study as if the lights themselves were on. Book shelves to my left, lining the wall – metal cabinets beyond that, the gun cabinet sitting atop one of those. His desk at the back corner, computer, printer, scanner and other electronics sitting near the back wall. The walls were decorated with awards, his college certifications – a calendar-schedule for last year’s Wolf Pack football was nearest the desk.
 
I knew exactly what he kept in the room, and where everything was. I strode forward and went for the desk, pulling open the bottom drawer and withdrawing a flashlight that worked when I prompted it to. I shined it around, looking for indications of his presence and the cone of light fell onto the open gun cabinet atop of one of the sliding cabinets near the door.
 
I wasn’t thinking anything as I walked forward to it, nudging the heavy door open and seeing the various types of ammo, weaponry he kept in there. I couldn’t even say what sort he had, couldn’t even conjure up a memory of the items that I knew by heart. All I knew was that a single 9mm was missing, and that was his standard, everyday addition to his job uniform.
 
That lump in my throat grew thicker, burning. I turned away from the gun cabinet and found what I was looking for – the closet at the back of the room that kept various items needed for yard maintenance, which included an extending ladder.
 
: :
 
Metal clacked hard against brick as I set the ladder against the building, and, after making sure it was steady, began the ascent upward to my bedroom window. I’d left it unlocked the night I went to work, but as I climbed up with shaking hands and a shortness of breath, mind racing, I was hoping to God that it was boarded over. As I pressed my palm against the window and fought conflicting feelings of relief and despair, I managed to get it open.
 
I hauled myself through the window, over my desk – there were a stack of game cases at the edge, and a few guides that fell to the floor as I climbed in. My room brought intense feelings to me as I steadied myself and became aware of the heavy silence and stillness within. I wanted to call out to my parents, but my voice wasn’t working – that lump was burning so badly that I couldn’t do a thing to dislodge it.
 
I walked past some high heels and a leopard print dress I’d worn to Brew Brothers the weekend before I’d gone to work. My bed was unmade, my closet door open – I could still smell the body spray I’d used before leaving this room, and that must’ve been a hallucination of sorts. But my eyes found my dresser top before my flashlight did, and I spotted the spray sitting there at the edge, surrounded by dust and frost. Just beyond that item were other personal things that stood out – my first name carved into a wooden block, a gift from my ex, pictures of friends and special moments in my life that included my parents, tickets from a show at the Knitting Factory.
 
I heard absolutely nothing in the house. It was cold…it was silent…it was dark. I was the only person in this house. This was something I knew at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t accept it.
 
I ventured towards the hallway, where the smell hit me. But I refused to acknowledge it, because my mind wasn’t working the way it should be. I think at that point, something turned off in me –my body moved independently, away from my mind, and I was walking towards my parents’ room, where the smell was more prominent.
 
I didn’t have to worry about bumping into anything, or even bother with the flashlight that was held limply in one hand. My feet knew where to go, and my body knew how to turn around the old vintage dresser that they used. The smell made me cough.
 
The bed was made, the pillows indicating nothing of their heads – the bedspread was a Pendleton that my mom had bought downtown, when the Oregon-based wool company was still located on the first floor of the bowling stadium. Their end tables, holding odds and ends of their presence, had the same dust and frost appearance as my room did. Only mom’s had a Cosmo magazine, and dad’s badge and wallet stood on the edge of his.
 
I coughed again, unable to rid myself of the persisting lump in my throat. Walked towards the massive master bathroom. The door was ajar. I walked in, nausea hitting me like a punch to the gut – my throat closed. The smell was suffocating me.
 
I lifted the flashlight, my wrist weak, forcing me to use both hands to do so. I knew what I was going to find before I even found them, yet I was driven to do so by something I couldn’t explain. 
 
My journey was over. I’d found my parents.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Mom had always been a neat freak. Dad appeased her only because he grew tired of her persistent nagging in picking up after himself. So it made sense to see that they’d shot themselves in the wide bathtub they’d shared. Dad did it, because the 9mm missing from his gun cabinet was still in his right hand, across his upraised chin. In the chipped tile, where candles once stood and mixtures of toiletries were gathered, were pieces of mom.
 
I stared at them in silence for the longest time. It felt like I’d just hit a wall after a desperate sprint, with no way of stopping myself from doing so. A punch to the face, to the windpipe – I couldn’t even remember how to breathe, and my eyes stung as I remembered to blink.
 
Somehow, I turned away. I dropped the flashlight, but I don’t remember when. I walked out of the bathroom, and sat at the edge of their king-sized bed. It creaked and protested, the wooden base squeaking as the box springs settled under my weight. I wiped my nose and looked around myself. I could smell them – not as they were in death, but when they were alive. Mom’s talc powder, dad’s aftershave. Their personal scents. Mom’s robe was lying at the edge of the bed.
 
They were in their pajamas. They were in their pajamas, and deep inside, I knew when they had done it. I wondered what their last conversation was, what it was they said to each other in their last moments. What had made them decide to end it before it even began? They didn’t even try to survive. That was dad’s way of protecting mom.
 
I exhaled slowly, and the sound was massive within the silent room. I could taste their death in the back of my throat. Everything that I had previously believed in seemed like an utter lie. Someone had been telling me this entire time that they were alive and waiting for me. Only that person had been me, so…I wasn’t sure how to complete that thought.
 
They didn’t even wait for me. They had decided that I was done for, and didn’t even try to - 
 
My hands were shaking as I picked at my nails. Tore at the cuticles. Stared at mom’s light pink robe and knew that they’d been dead since the First Night. It was a slap to the face.
 
No faith in my own survival, no faith in that I’d return to them. They’d left without me. They’d made this choice, far opposite from the one I’d made that night. I’d chosen to live, to survive Hell to get to them – but they figured me dead from the start and chose suicide as a way to escape.
 
It was not fair. It was unexpected. I’d expected them to be here, alive – I made the efforts, why couldn’t they? They didn’t even try.
 
I blinked heavy eyes, and then laid down, not feeling the coldness of the blankets, not even registering the creak and groan of the mattress. I stared out at the darkness and felt absolutely betrayed.
 
: :
 
“Here, we’re going to need this, too,” Harley said, dropping the last of the ammo boxes into the backpack I was holding.
 
I blinked as the weight registered, fingers tightening around the black straps of my Sailor Moon backpack, and he emptied the chambers of the SW Revolver that had been given to dad as a gift a few years earlier. It was bright outside, and my eyes ached just looking over my shoulder to see the open door of the study.
 
I looked at Harley as he frowned at the .44 Magnum that dad had splurged on one year, spinning the barrel and muttering about green and red sights. 
 
I could absolutely not recall Harley ever showing up. My hands were adorned with my favorite North Face gloves, and I was dressed in my thickest snow clothing. Jesus, when did I change? I was wearing my own Adidas messenger bag, and from the weight of it, it held things I felt I needed. My Ugg boots, made more for fashion than for strenuous hiking distances, felt comforting and familiar on my feet.
 
“Your dad had some pretty toys, Edith,” he said, and I winced at the sound of his voice. It was obviously at low volume. It was only the intensity of the stillness and silence of the area that it seemed so loud.
 
He dumped the gun into the bag, checked to make sure he’d had the cabinet cleaned, and I couldn’t even say anything to let him know I’d checked back into reality. My mouth felt clenched tight – teeth locked, tongue glued to the roof of my mouth – I felt like my very ability to interact with life had died the night I’d found my parents. My limbs felt heavy and locked, and I moved stiffly as he zipped up the backpack, and indicated for me to slip it on. I did, my movements uncoordinated, and he helped me adjust it.
 
It wasn’t that heavy, but I wanted to collapse from the weight of it. I felt so weak from the inside out. Worse than being in that pantry. I felt weak from the feel of his presence and the sound of his voice as he said something that didn’t even register with me.
 
I felt like I was trapped underwater, with how everything then muffled out and my ears rung. I was viewing everything underneath the weight of the water, hearing only the rumbles of sound over my head.
 
What day was it? Did things even matter, now?
 
Harley told me what day it was, a response to a question I didn’t know I’d asked out loud. In the ringing heaviness of my thoughts, I registered that it had been nearly four days since I’d left Mendive. “C’mon. Daughtry said he would have some supplies to spare after we were done here.”
 
I registered the name as belonging to a neighbor across the street – a little old man with a Westie mix that barked at anything that breathed funny. I wanted to laugh at the thought of this stupid old man with a stupid old dog living this long in the middle of some apocalypse, while my capable parents had offed themselves the First Night.
 
My mouth didn’t want to move, anyway, incapable of laughing or speaking.
 
He took my hand and led me away from the cabinet. I didn’t even register that he did this until I found myself looking at our linked fingers. It felt surprisingly natural. With the sureness of his grip, I realized I needed it. I needed him. I followed him out of my father’s study, to see the brilliance of the neighborhood during the height of afternoon. So much snow everywhere. I looked up at my room, at the ladder I’d fitted against the stark red wall.
 
He looked back at me with that squint of his, and I realized vaguely that he was clean-shaven. His face was bright red from the cold, and he looked exhausted again. He was wearing his rifle over one shoulder and the rucksack, and this time equipped with snow boots and a heavier coat with a hood. The knit cap over his boring brown hair didn’t quite control some of the curls that poked out around his neckline. God, he looked like such a dork.
 
I wanted to hit him for being so persistent and not giving up on me. It felt unfair that this total stranger could try so hard for me, and my parents, my wonderful, loving parents, had not even tried. My eyes watered, and I had to blink away the hot tears that threatened to leave them. I didn’t want to cry in front of him – I didn’t want to cry at all. I was angry and hurt and I didn’t want to show it to my parents' ghosts. 
 
“Are you sure you have everything?” he asked me, and I had the feeling he’d asked this before. Did I answer him then?
 
“I don’t need anything else,” I heard myself say, but it was an odd feeling to hear my own voice, to acknowledge that it’d left me. It was hard to speak, and my mouth moved stiffly, still tight with my feelings.
 
He gave me a skeptical look, but continued on towards the back gate. I pulled my fingers from his and didn’t follow, looking up at my house, at my bedroom and reliving billions of memories of this house without seeing any individually. My parents were still in there, dead in the bathtub. Decomposed and unrecognizable, with parts of each other splayed into the shower walls.
 
“Edith?”
 
I looked at him as he waited for me to join him outside the open gate. Milly meowed and nearly tripped him as he stepped back from the cat’s persistence.
 
He realized I wasn’t about to follow him, so he walked back to where I was standing. That squinty look was back, like he was trying to figure me out and he just couldn’t. He waited to see if I’d say anything, and then gave up on that. He lowered his head, as if by doing so, by peering at me that way, he’d get the answers he wanted. I’m a short person, and though he’s average sized, he’s still taller than I am. 
 
Then he exhaled with a jerky nod, adjusting the rifle. “I get it. You’re in shock. It’s okay.”
 
“No, it’s not,” I interrupted, my voice tight. It hurt to talk, but the more I did, the easier it became. “It’s not okay. There’s nothing about this situation that’s okay. My parents are dead up there.”
 
“I – I know, I saw – I’m sorry. That – but at least it was, y’know, they weren’t attacked by anything else,” he stammered. “On their own terms, at least.”
 
I stared at him for a few moments, then felt myself start to shake. My hands curled and loosened, and I had no idea what to do with them. He reached out to touch me, and I jerked away because I didn’t want his stupid hands anywhere near me. At this moment, I felt only surging anger and his stupid squinty face made me want to punch it. I looked at the house, at the sliding back door I’d tried to open that night. I had no idea what I had been doing between then and since Harley had arrived.
 
“Last night,” he answered, and I felt frustrated at the words I must’ve said, but missed because I was so upset. “Only because I went up the wrong street. I was over on the other side of Truckee, near Idlewild? I really have no personal knowledge of this area at all.”
 
I kicked the cat when Milly came over to me, and it yowled, ran off through the open gate.
 
“My entire purpose was getting to my parents,” I said.
 
“And…you did. You’re here. You found them. Unfortunately, not as you – you, y’know, you wanted, but – you found them.”
 
“I never expected them to be dead…the first night.” I took a deep breath, struggling to hold back the angry noises that were threatening to erupt. “I went though Hell to get here and find them, and, here, I find out they’d died the first night.”
 
“I – I know. No one – no one could have anticipated that. But…” He swallowed hard and gave up on trying to say the right thing.
 
I stared at the snow-covered yard both of my parents had spent hours attending to. They were no longer here – I felt cheated.
 
“They probably thought I wasn’t going to make it, anyway,” I said slowly, hugging myself once I registered the cold. I looked at the house again, where I knew the living room was. Could see perfectly in my mind’s eye the set-up of the den, the kitchen, the dining room. The leather couch had my imprint on it, on the middle section where I liked to sprawl and make my parents sit either together on one end of the sectional, or separately around me.
 
They were gone, now. Never to surround me with their presence.
 
“That’s why they did it,” I finished. “I wasn’t ever the athletic sort, or even the type to do something on my own. I…totally get why they’d think that I wouldn’t even – I’m really mad right now. I don’t know how to accept this.”
 
I could tell Harley had no idea what to say, so he didn’t say anything. Just let me ramble on, mainly to myself, deducing the situation out loud in order to understand their actions.
 
I swallowed hard.
 
Thought about where we were headed and wondered if I should even make the effort living without my parents. It seemed pointless, now. I couldn’t see myself continuing on with the knowledge that they were gone. They were the reasons why I lived, why I made choices that I’d made – and now that they weren’t here, what was the point?
 
“Leave me here,” I said heavily.
 
“I’m not going to,” he said firmly. “I came all the way out here to bring you with us.”
 
I stared at him for a few moments, completely confused why he would put this much effort into me when I didn’t want him to. Then I said quietly, “I don’t want to go.”
 
“Yes you do!” He stepped around to face me, looking annoyed as he did so. “Don’t even do this right now. Don’t even try to fight with me on this - !”
 
“I have my rights! I’m a fucking American!”
 
He rolled his eyes while I fumed and listened to my voice echo off the empty houses and yards around us. 
 
“True,” he croaked, like he was trying not to laugh. “But – I have rights, too. And I have the right to make you see reason.”
 
“You’re so stupid. I told you a while back – if I don’t want to go back, I’m not,” I interrupted him, jerking my Sailor Moon backpack off me, and dropping it at his feet. He frowned down at it, then at me. I nudged it over with a foot, then turned to walk back to dad’s study.
 
“Then what are you going to do?” he asked after me, stepping over the bag to follow. “There’s nothing around here - !”
 
“I’m going to stay here.”
 
“No, you’re not!” he insisted, grabbing my arm. I jerked away from him, then tried to kick him when he grabbed me again. “Stop acting like a child!”
 
“I’m not going back! My purpose is over with!” I shouted. “It was to find my parents, and now that I’ve found them, there’s nothing more for me to do! I never planned on doing anything other than – I can’t be without them!”
 
“They’re gone, Edith! They made their choice, and guess what? They made their choice without you, so that means they left you,” he stated, and hearing that made me frown. Because it was true. “They had no faith in you, they didn’t expect you to survive. But you proved them different – posthumously, but you did something that they didn’t expect. You survived. Why give up, now?”
 
“Because I don’t know what to do,” I replied calmly. “I passed the game. Now what?”
 
I knew he wouldn't say anything appropriate then, but he said, “Download extra content, I guess. Just keep on playing, explore another map. There’s no point in just – giving up on the entire thing just because you’ve finished what you were supposed to do. There’s always more to do.”
 
I stared at him for several seconds, the weight of his words ringing in my addled thoughts. Maybe I did pass the game and found an unfavorable ending, but there were always the extras to explore. Downloads to buy. Different maps to take on for a new challenge.
 
I hadn’t even given thought to a future without my parents, but I had gotten used to being without them these past few weeks. It seemed scary to me, overwhelming. But I had found them. They were in the bathroom, decomposing, having committed suicide because they thought I would never survive the First Night. 
 
He was right, they’d made their choice without me, so…so I had to move on.
 
I felt his eyes on me, waiting for a response of some kind. But I couldn’t even bring myself to say anything. He reached out with his girly fingers, hesitantly clasped mine. I let him touch me and I guess I just needed that, at this moment. To be touched and acknowledged physically. Pulled out from under the water to breathe in fresh air.
 
“I lied to them. I don’t know if you’d noticed, but…they like to interfere with things,” Harley said slowly. “I just thought…it’d be better if this was…a little more private.”
 
“I just…I just left everybody, that night. So much chaos – they probably hate me – “
 
“People need to do what they have to to survive, Edith. I think most of them get that, by now.”
 
I still felt like a dick for leaving everyone to die.
 
“Look…you want to know why I – like, made all this effort?” he asked gently, looking embarrassed.
 
He was looking awkward, and I was feeling awkward, so I said lamely, “You want me to have your babies in an effort to repopulate the earth with gorgeous people?”
 
He let go of me and gave an outraged sputter, so the awkward tension went away quick. “No - !”
 
“I’m sorry, it was just – things were getting weird there, for a moment,” I said with a grimace. Dang, I wish I could just shut my mouth. “I panicked. Things like that freak me out.”
 
 He gave a tired sigh, then turned to walk toward the gate. Since I had nothing more to say and was feeling like an awkward dick anyway, I followed. I picked up the Sailor Moon backpack and put it back on, looking at the house I grew up in. My parents were already gone – there was nothing but decomposing shells within.
 
I was angry and betrayed, but hurt and shocked still. For a moment, it wasn’t my parents I was thinking of, and it wasn’t my situation. I was looking at it from another angle, away from the person standing there with a lame pink backpack she should’ve thrown away a long time ago. Two people died because they were convinced their child was already gone. Little did they know, their child was still alive.
 
But definitely not left alone. Not abandoned. Their child was stronger than any of them had thought, and had shown she could survive the worst. So it made sense that the child continued on without them.
 
I had to stop thinking of myself as a child. I wasn’t, and hadn’t been for nearly a decade. Maybe now I could start thinking of myself differently without their influence.
 
“I need a picture,” I said heavily. “Of them.”
 
Harley stopped applying comfort to Milly, who was still complaining over the kick I’d given her earlier.  “You already packed a few that you’d wanted. If you want to go back inside – “
 
He had to show me where I’d packed these alleged items – an old cigar case from my father’s study, where I’d apparently packed in a couple of pictures of them both, their wedding rings, and the single pocketsized pic of the three of us that dad had in his wallet. The edges were worn with the outline of credit cards.
 
“We can always come back,” he said wearily, repacking the box into his own rucksack.
 
“No…no, that’s it, I guess,” I said slowly. “I’m done.”
 
“Are you sure?”
 
I looked at the house one more time, then nodded. “Yup.”
 
Then, to show him that I appreciated everything he’d done, I lifted up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”
 
He looked stunned at the contact. But he recovered to give me that suspicious look again. “Are you sure you’re not leaving behind any bipolar meds that you might need?”
 
 I punched him because he really deserved that, too.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
            Old man Daughtry sent us off with some non-perishables and a bottle of hard liquor for an exchange for one of the handguns. He planned to off himself and his dog after we left, making it no secret that he was relieved to do so. He was too old and too tired to continue scavenging the area for supplies, and his dumb dog had fallen ill. After that, we set off for the long walk back to Sparks. I left my neighborhood for what seemed like the last time, exhaling heavily and trying not to look back because nothing was going to change if I did.
 
Harley’s earlier footprints were immediately visible, along with the ones Daughtry had made recently with his dog – there was still a pile of poop steaming off to the side of the street, near a yard he’d always shit in when things were normal. He was eating a breakfast sandwich of sorts that Daughtry had made for him when we both heard the two gunshots. It made me cringe. 
 
When birds took flight with startled squawks, I held tightly onto the straps of my backpack, feeling the weight of guns against my back. My dad’s guns, all of which he’d never need again. Guns I’d watched him clean and marvel over for years. Now they were for Harley to do whatever he wanted with, because I sure as hell wasn’t ready to touch another one.
 
I stared out at the snow, then back the way we came, seeing our prints follow us. I looked up at the clear skies, shielding my eyes from the sun. I thought about the soldiers, and asked if he’d run into them.
 
He shook his head. “No, but I saw their tracks. A ton of bullet casings. They’re still shooting at people, aren’t they?”
 
“Then let’s find a place to play house in, until the snow melts a little,” I suggested.
 
He considered that for a few moments, judging just how much the snow was melting, but I had to admit that it would take more than just a couple of days for it to at least clear the sidewalk.
 
“Okay. Let’s get some distance, first.”
 
I took to silence to look at things we passed, having never really looked at them before. Reno had been a town that never really slept – downtown was always brilliant and active with tourists and locals alike. The casinos would glitter, vehicles would slither up and down streets clearly marked with demanding rules, and RPD would be their predicable selves with red and blue lights and calm orders. The sounds of the city would include the impatient vehicle horns and screeching tires, of building machinery at work. The air would smell like various foods, pollution and would occasionally rumble with a low-flying plane.
 
Now it was silent, empty and only the animals would scurry about, nibbling at whatever vegetation was visible, and the birds purred up above our heads, coloring the snow below them with their droppings.
 
It was an odd feeling to know that the city I grew up in was a dead one – I was used to twenty-four activity. To have it gone was – startling. I kept expecting to wake up from sleepwalking or dreaming or whatever it was I did to turn myself off and come back to what Reno once was.
 
: :
 
We walked through the broken glass doors of the Grand Sierra Resort, and the darkness of the casino floor was immediately greedy. Night had fallen quickly, and since it was still standing in some areas, I thought it would be a good idea to hide out in. The snow had melted considerably in this section of Sparks, so our footprints weren’t that visible. The gaudy floors glittered with coins of destroyed machines, our flashlights catching corpses, their clothes, and what had once been their possessions around them. It smelled to high heaven, and both of us covered our noses and mouths as we walked towards the stairway that would take us up to the hotel rooms on the fourth floor.
 
The building moaned and protested, and parts of it were missing, allowing us to view the iced over waters of the pool down below, and of the golf driving range that extended towards Mill and Terminal. The freeway had been our greatest obstacle – billions of dollars wasted as ships had destroyed the constant construction that had been 395’s greatest bane, and drivers’ continued irritation. The roadside electronic sign had fallen, lying smashed across several lanes of crumbled steel and concrete. The parking lot was a sunken mess of cars and asphalt, but GSR’s major foundation provided enough steady ground for some floors to remain.
 
It was hideously cold, but we found a room that connected with another in a section that was located above the casino floor. The walls were intact, and the ceiling was only slightly damaged, but despite the layering of dust and debris, it was still a place to hole up in safely.
 
As Harley went out to assure the perimeters’ safety, I dropped my bags, cheered at the lack of weight on my shoulders, and began to clear away some of the debris from the blankets. I managed to shift the mattress around, to tilt it up and away and reveal a clean spot just big enough for us both to sleep on, then went about gathering useable blankets from the rooms around us. I was hungry so I went digging through my messenger bag to see what I’d packed.
 
Clothes, makeup, my body spray, stuff for my hair – Jesus, nothing useful. What the hell was I thinking? Scowling, I kicked the bag to the side, rising to stand on shaky legs. I figured the casino floor would have stores, possibly with some non-perishable foods, so I went rummaging down there for something to eat. It cheered me up to think I might even find some Mountain Dew. I grabbed my flashlight, upended my bag full of useless things to make room for food – then paused to spray myself with my body spray.
 
Nearly an hour later I returned with a full bag, and Harley was looking over a newspaper that boasted the efforts of brave first responders in the northern Nevada area. I sat across from him, pulling out bags of chips, candy and cold bottles of soda. I took a sip of my Dew while he immediately went for the candy. 
 
After indulging, he told me the area was clear. Everyone had been evacuated – there wasn’t even any signs of gore or bloody stains that signaled Rabid attacks.
 
“I wonder what it was like that night,” I said, then thought about it as I savored the sticky thick taste of my Dew, swishing it to coat my teeth with cavity inducing appreciation.
 
“Probably the same as it was in Fernley,” he said, and both of our voices, though spoken low to each other, was so loud in the immense silence. Ringing off the gaudy walls of the room. “Chaotic. There are cars crammed into the exits around here, did you see that? People tried to get away all at the same time. I didn’t see any downed planes.”
 
“Me, too,” I admitted. “Emmy said one fell on Terminal, but I can’t see it from here.”
 
“The airport’s right over there, right?”
 
“Yup. Also, one downtown. I didn’t see it, either, so maybe it was closer to the freeway. I should’ve looked when I was down there.” I belched as quietly as I could into my hand. “Did you come into Reno a lot? Or was the hardcore community of Cold Springs enough for you survivalists?”
 
“Yeah, I did. Not so much as down town, but my friends lived over there on South McCarran. So it was more of the Meadowood area that I’m more familiar with.”
 
 My bangs were out of line and I had a headache with how tight my ponytail was, so I pulled it loose to let it hang freely over my back. Now that his attention was diverted to picking at his dirty nails, I looked him over, trying to see something else that the others saw right off. He definitely wasn’t my physical type. I wasn’t sure how to approach the situation. It was like trying to make myself fall for a good guy friend because everyone expected me to, and I was rebelling only out of instinct.
 
“So…all you were doing was working, huh? No school for you?” I asked.
 
He gave me a funny look because the question was so random after everything that had happened. Then looked annoyed. Fiddled with the wrappers in front of us for a while, then exhaled heavily. “You really don’t pay attention to other people, do you?”
 
I heard the exasperation in his tone, and registered the irritation on his face that told me I’d missed something tremendously significant.
 
“No,” I admitted, crossing my legs and pulling my hair forward to fiddle with it. “Why?”
 
“Geez, Edith. I’m going to feel real stupid for saying this, but…haven’t you realized by now who I am? Before this all happened, we saw each other almost every week. For the past…six years, now. Since spring semester, in Folkensin’s class.”
 
The name rang familiar – a sociology class at UNR, a needed credit in my failed pursuit. I recalled how boring the class was, the nearly hundred students that filled out the stadium-like seats. I had sat with a group of cops and aspiring lawyers that I knew only because of my dad. There had been a lot of arrogance and stupid man-behavior that had taken more of my attention than class ever had, because I had been more focused on them than the actual subject. 
 
I nodded once I remembered the general class sessions. “Uh, sure? I remember going to that class.”
 
He waited for me to say anything else, then looked disappointed when I didn’t. Tossed aside a wrapper he’d been crinkling between two fingers.
 
“I was in that same class.”
 
I was inwardly aghast. I honestly couldn’t ever remember seeing Harley before working in Fernley.
 
Another irritated sigh once Harley realized my expression. “You once referred to me as an incestual trailer trash in-breeder when I tried to interfere with one of your arguments.”
 
I did? Geez, I was horrified at this revelation, and I did kind of remember hating the class because of this one mouthy chick – and as I did remember, I also saw Harley back then as this quiet guy with dark hair to his shoulders who often sat in the back and rarely spoke up if he didn't have to. It had been a class easily forgotten once I passed and moved on.
 
I was stunned, looking horrified as things came back to me. He was right – I did see this guy every day. Not only did we have some classes together at UNR, but he also worked weekends at Whole Foods, where mom and I frequented for groceries. He always bagged our groceries and made small talk, and mom had even commented on how he always smiled at me and I never really paid attention because I was always looking at the bigger guy that –
 
“Oh my gosh!” I exclaimed in a breathless rush, feeling absolutely humiliated by my own density. In my memory, Harley went from that quiet dorky guy in Folkensin’s class to the cashier that did always smile at me to my coworker that tried to run me over when picking became intense. What made things worse was that there were years between us knowing each other visually. 
 
“Well…now that – now, I think I know why you never noticed me,” he said, a little sullen about it. I gaped at him, unsure of how I’d freaking missed this huge thing. 
 
I could barely hear him over the rush of blood to the head, feeling the absolute need to be swallowed up by the earth just because I’m so damn cruel and tunnel sighted. Now that I was made clear of the situation, I saw each memory of him clearly – always looking tired and overworked, doing too much for little pay and me walking all over him and calling him an ‘inbreeder’ just because he lived in Cold Springs.
 
“Hey, I’m still talking, here.”
 
“I can’t believe how fucking dense I am,” I muttered.
 
“Well, it’s like – you weren’t always a dick towards me, Edith. That’s what I’m saying.”
 
“I thought I just met you at work!” I continued on, feeling absolutely horrid that I’d given it no real thought that I’d seen him working at Whole Foods the same day we went to work that First Night.
 
Now it made sense. Some of the comments he’d made about me and my parents, the way he behaved so familiarly with me. God, Reno was such a small town if two people like us kept running into each other the way we did.
 
“I couldn’t really speak to you because you never paid attention, and when you did, it was like you weren’t even seeing me, so…but when you did, you always said something that made me laugh, or get annoyed, but it was a good annoyance because it took my mind off things, trying to figure you out, and…I don’t know. That’s why…that’s why it was so weird when you turned out to be the only one that survived on your own at work.”
 
When I’d dropped the flashlight, I remember, seeing him. The look he gave me when he realized it was me.
 
He trailed off, looking at the darkness near the door. I thought he’d seen or heard something, but instead he added, “So I knew it meant something. Thousands of people, and I kept running into you. It meant something.”
 
I lifted an eyebrow. I’m not sure about things like fate and destiny and all that, but I’m pretty sure this was how he was seeing things between us. I guess I had to agree with him on that because…it was exactly all this that had us sitting here together, surviving together. Yuck, it sounded so corny, but the more I thought back on it, the more it fit.
 
I was still disgusted at myself. “You have no standards,” I said on a heavy, exasperated whisper.
 
It was the first look of defeat I'd seen on his face so far. “Obviously.”
 
We both sat in silence, thinking our own things, and I felt completely terrible for judging him shallowly. I tilted my head up, and watched him try to figure things out within his own thoughts. Probably regretting everything now that he had me completely to himself. But…but this was something different for me. My exes had always blasted me for doing stupid stuff, for using and dumping them – despite all my shit, Harley was here with me today.
 
And that was fucking significant for me. The entirety of it was monumental. I’d messed this guy up so many times in the past, and yet he was the only one here for me. It was more flattering than anything any guy had ever done for me. It was beyond money, beyond status, it was beyond all the standards I’d had in a man. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to accept it, or even appreciate it.
 
Slowly, I leaned my head onto his shoulder – tensed and waited for him to push me away, but he didn’t. “Well…I see you now, Harley Troy.”
 
“Funny how it took the world ending for you to do so,” he muttered.
 
“Maybe if you’d gained twenty pounds and bulked up, I would have noticed sooner.”
 
“Get off me, you're not romantic at all.”
 
I laughed loudly as he pulled completely away from me, uncaring that my laughter carried out throughout the emptiness. 
 
“Let’s get some sleep, you bitter witch. I really don’t know why I keep letting you push my buttons all the time,” he muttered, yanking at the blankets nearby, my makeshift bed heavily laden with various sheets, blankets, comforters and duvets. We’d be totally warm underneath them, safe from the cold.
 
“You have your gun?” I then asked, kicking my boots off and laying them aside. I unwrapped my jacket, sweater, vest and hoodie from me – having no idea I’d been wearing these things in the first place – and crawled under the blankets without waiting for an answer.
 
“Yeah. A loaded handgun for now. Everything else is over there. Turn off the flashlight.”
 
After we’d settled underneath the blankets and things returned to being awkward again, I looked up at the ceiling and imagined seeing the night sky from our room. I thought about what had just transpired, and still felt that hot ball of shame in my chest for having never noticed that he’d been so close to me all this time.
 
He exhaled heavily, back to me, and I turned my head to look in his direction. Couldn’t really see him without the lights, but I didn’t need to know what he looked like now.
 
Jesus, this guy had no taste in women. There was definitely something wrong with him.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
The next morning, outside the casino doors, he tightened the strap of his rucksack so that it fit me properly, and I almost fell backward with the weight. I’d whined and complained that I wasn’t being helpful, so his way of making me shut up was to make me the carrier mule. I started regretting my complaints and helpfulness immediately. The thing had to be over forty pounds. 
 
I collapsed to my knees at the weight. “Oh my God, what is in here?”
 
Despite his angry self, he did a double take as I struggled to stand. “Ammo. Supplies. Are you okay? It’s not that heavy.”
 
‘Not that heavy?’ I couldn’t even get back up with it on. He pulled it off me as he handed me the rifle to hold, and tossed the pack on like it was nothing. I tried really hard not to be impressed because he made it look so easy – I rose to my feet and struggled with the rifle, unsure of how to carry it. My nose wrinkled as I tried to find an appropriate way to safely hold the thing while not looking like a total idiot. He watched me for a few moments as he adjusted the rucksack's straps, then looked at the sky for help.
 
“Jesus isn’t going to help you,” I snapped.
 
He tried not to laugh, but it came out as this stupid snort as he took the rifle back. “Right, right.” 
 
He then lifted it, peering through the scope as he scanned the parking lot. He straightened, pointed off to where the Spaghetti Bowl had been. “Deer. How awesome is that, they’re coming in this close. Maybe I can bag one before we get to Prater.”
 
“I’m not carrying that,” I said, looking in that direction and being unable to see anything. “How can anyone carry a deer? They’re, like, two hundred pounds.”
 
“Less when they’re gutted.”
 
The image was very unpleasant. “Ew.”
 
“Have you had venison? I doubt it. You look like the type that would freak if you knew what hot dogs are made of,” he commented, walking ahead.
 
“I know what they’re made of, and I eat them anyway!” I exclaimed. I tried to hurry after him, but the sidewalk was icy and I hit the sidewalk with an awkward noise and cursed as I struggled back to my feet.
 
He tried not to laugh, but he let it slip out anyway. I know he got off on my torture, that asshole. “As fast as we walk, it’ll be quick work to get there and settle in. Then I can go hunting with the others.”
 
“I’d prefer watching you eat Bambi than actually partake in it,” I said, adjusting my Sailor Moon backpack.
 
I reached out and grabbed him, yanking him back because this icy area was dangerous to me. I let him go when this awful liquid warmth splattered me across the face, causing me to choke in the middle of my words. I thought I’d just been splattered by a bird, looking up as he fell, a cracking sound penetrating the silence. 
 
I touched my face, absolutely grossed out and stilled at the sight of blood on my fingers. Connecting the dots, I realized that the sound I’d heard was a gunshot, and it was Harley that was hit. I couldn’t move, looking down at him as I hysterically wondered if I were truly alone, now. But he had his hands pressed to his ear, and there was blood everywhere and I finally began moving, utterly relieved that he was still alive.
 
Something cracked into the cement stairs behind us, pinged off the railing, and I knew we were still under fire. I had no idea where it was coming from, so I didn’t know where to go. I grabbed his rucksack to move him, and both of us were confused and unsure of things that were happening around us. I yanked the heavy pack from him, and he managed to get to his feet, bleeding from some head wound I couldn’t see.
 
He stumbled, shouting aloud about things, but we managed to make it into the broken glass doors. More glass shattered, metal pinged – we crawled hastily towards the bar area, hearing the sounds of the gunshots echo throughout the silence.
 
“Let me see!” I demanded, having my flashlight out and aiming it at his head, having to yank at one of his hands to do so.
 
“Is it still there? Is it – I can’t hear out of it, I think I lost it!” he exclaimed shrilly, a man caught in hysterics by near death. It was bleeding tremendously, head wounds do, but when he managed to pull his hand far enough away for me to see, I saw his ear was hanging in his hair by a thin strip of skin.
 
I wanted to shriek with disgust, but I somehow didn’t. I clapped my hand over that area to help him stifle the blood, and dropped the flashlight to yank the blanket I’d packed in my messenger bag out. I had to release him to rip off a strip, both of us talking over each other in panic.
 
I folded the piece of material as best as I could, thick so that the bleeding would catch within it. Looking at the injury, at the grotesque sight of his ear hanging by a literal thread of skin, I wanted to barf. But at the same time, tremendously relieved that this was our only injury. The man could have been shot dead if I hadn’t moved, hadn’t pulled him to me. 
 
“They might be coming, now,” I realized out loud, my hands shaking as he struggled to catch his breath, struggled to be calm. His eyes were as wild and as terrified as mine were. Both of us looked at each other, and at that moment, I knew what I had to do.
 
“Teach me how to reload,” I said hastily, digging out a gun from my backpack, revealing it to be the .44 Harley had been appreciating the other morning. “Just teach me how to reload it.”
 
He showed me, both of us whispering hastily and noisily in the silence, and my hands shook horribly, dropping bullets as I struggled to follow his instructions and tried to think of a plan to get us through this.
 
I rose from my crouched position, listening for anything out of place, and said, “Look for a place up top to maybe snipe at them!”
 
“You’re not going out there by yourself – you don’t even know where they’re shooting from!” he snarled, grabbing my jacket, but I yanked away and ran for the doors before he could even stop me. Now he had to do as I said.
 
I saw a trio of them advancing to the building from the parking lot below, and one of them was carrying a long-barreled sniper rifle that had to have been the culprit. I briefly wondered if they were the soldiers from the other day. They caught sight of me, and I dashed to the left of the building, away from the stairway. Without really aiming, I fired the .44 in their direction, and almost dropped it at the forceful exhalation. They ducked in reaction, hiding behind abandoned vehicles, and I sprinted through the snow towards a set of cars lined for the exit near Glendale.
 
Metal shrieked in protest, plastic spitting outward as they fired back, and I knew hiding behind cars was not going to save me for long. Bullets ate through metal like a hot knife through butter, and glass shattered over my head. I kept low, crouch-running along the car line and then peering over a Mazda truck to fire in their direction once more. They were getting closer to me, shouting to each other. I fired the gun once more, ear ringing, and ducked as they fired back, advancing on me like a horde.
 
I turned, ducked underneath the truck, crawled out to the other side of the line where I caught sight of one of them firing his rifle at me with a hasty shout. I barely had time to retreat underneath the truck, rolling to my feet and making a mad dash through the line of cars. Glass shattered, metal screeched, and I covered my head with both hands, hoping that I was still close enough for Harley to shoot at them and yet far enough away from them to miss.
 
I flung myself over the hood of one Mustang, fell onto the snowy asphalt below. Then I fired in their direction without looking, breathing heavily and wishing I had better aim. I reloaded, dropping bullets as I did so, trying to listen for them. At the sight of one of them popping out from behind a nearby Ford, I fired in that direction, catching him in the knee. He shouted aloud, dropping to the ground, bringing his gun up and around to fire at me. 
 
Both of us ducked out of the other’s sight, and I was crawling again, looking for an escape to the parking lot near the go-cart racing tracks. I shot to my feet, dropping the gun at the same time – I saw another soldier leaping out from the back of a raised Dodge, shouting for my attention. He got it, but I started running, hoping that I could outrun his bullets somehow as he lifted the assault rifle and moved to fire.
 
Only his forehead exploded outward, and his body did a jerky stumble forward, clearly shot from behind. I looked over him, towards the freeway, where I did see movement – I was bewildered, Harley wasn’t in that direction. There was no way he’d gotten that far that fast. I went back for the gun, bypassing the assault rifle when the final soldier leapt out from behind the Mustang and tackled me hard to the ground. I kicked, and shrieked bloody murder in order to escape, scratching his exposed face with my nails and generally made it difficult for him to get a firm grasp on me.
 
He was shouting, I was screaming, and he jerked me to my feet with his gun to my head, making me realize that we weren’t alone. It was Diego with his SPAS 12 that was shouting back at him, and he was obviously exerted and sweaty from a mad dash. I had no idea where he’d come from, but I was so entirely grateful that we had help. They were screaming at each other to drop their guns, everything happening so fast and so quickly that I stumbled as the soldier – just years younger than me – forced me to walk backward, back towards the nearby raceway. His voice cracked and his hold on my hair was desperate and my neck ached as I looked at Diego for more help, but with his own advancement, he was just barely keeping the kid from shooting me.
 
I saw movement from the corner of my eye, a racing figure in camo, figured it was Chuck – I stilled at that moment, and the soldier holding onto me automatically stilled as well. Liquid warmth and goo splattered over me and my jacket, and the force of the shot, combined with the bulk of his body sent me crashing to the ground. I crawled away with haste, half-shrieking in disgust over being coated with someone’s insides – Diego helped me to my feet with a solid jerk of one hand, scanning the area.
 
“Clear!” he bellowed, voice ringing out, and he looked me over with some amusement. “You good, you’re not hurt.”
 
I heaved, swiping at bits and pieces of hard skull, of slimy substance that made me retch. I ripped off my jacket and threw it away from me, but it was still in my hair. I vomited onto the snow and Diego laughed merrily, gun lowered. I hit the surface on my knees and heaved for breath, staring down at what I’d been struggling to digest.
 
I heard a couple of protests and two gunshots, looking up just in time to see Diego shoot the wounded soldier with a handgun of his own. He then hurried off, scanning the long line of abandoned cars for more threats and I shakily climbed to my feet. I stared at the dead soldier as I fought to catch my breath – nobody was taking prisoners in this urban war.
 
Chuck appeared moments later, looking winded, carrying his Remington MSR. He must’ve been the one to shoot the first soldier from afar – he definitely looked his age at this point, his dark hair glittering with grey in the afternoon sun and his face furrowed with deep lines. I shot to my feet, wiping vomit from my chin and then booking it back towards the casino while he yelled after me. I didn’t hear what he said, panicked and upset over the entire thing. 
 
            I stumbled up the stairs to the casino, hearing the two men moving after me – in what remained of the glass in the doors, I could see them scanning the area for more threats, Diego speaking rapidly into a hand held radio. Once I made it into the dark casino, I headed for the stairway to the second floor, running blind into the darkness. I found Harley halfway up, and we both hollered and panicked over the blood that covered us both. I fumbled with the First Aid Kit and spilled it everywhere, and we were both snatching and grabbing at things in order to apply aid. 
 
            The sight of his injury, combined with the fact that he was thisclose to having his head shot off just terrified the hell out of me.
 
            Chuck practically shoved me aside to get to Harley, and he examined the injury as he caught his breath, shining a penlight on it. I almost barfed at the sight of it. Diego joined in the rapid, manly conversation, voices rising and hands gesturing and it was Chuck that decided that cutting through that thread to release the flap of skin was the best solution.
 
            I thought I was going to faint at this point, catching hold of the stairway railing until Diego caught my arm with an amused chuckle. Both Troys were yelling at each other, their voices obscenely loud over the buzzing in my ears, and it was Diego that helped me walk away from the situation.
 
            “You heard us, then?” he asked, guiding me away from the stairway, both of us heading for the destroyed doors. “We saw you two at the last second. We were tracking that particular group. We’d no idea you two were in there.”
 
            “From the freeway?” I wheezed. “You guys were on the way over – “
 
            “Yeah, yeah, we were. He was worried,” Diego stressed, lifting a grey-speckled eyebrow. We were outside once more, and my legs were shaking so much that I had to sit. 
 
            “So is he hit, or what?” Chloe asked with heavy irritation, her short blond hair tucked underneath a hat. I stared at her for a few moments, a little impressed with her biceps.
 
            “Lost an ear, only,” Diego replied. “He is good. They are having words.”
 
            “I hate having to wait while words are had,” she complained. Yes, Chloe is a Francis. “It’s freaking cold and I’m starving and this waiting around is pissing me off. Hey, are you hit, too?”
 
            I considered my answer. Said carefully, “No, I’m good.”
 
            “You better be worth the effort and time, princess,” she said to me. “Or I’m going to rearrange your face with my boot.”
 
            “Prison sex will not earn you my affections,” I said grandly. “I’ve been beaten down by bigger, prettier girls than you.”
 
            I flinched when she kicked my in the leg with her boot, then watched her warily as she went to bawl the Troys out for arguing. I rubbed my leg with one hand, looking at Diego for help, but he was politely looking the other way.
 
            I made my way down the stairs to get the rucksack that we’d abandoned at the sidewalk. Diego helped me with it by throwing it on his own back. By the time we’d gotten ourselves situated, Chuck and Harley had finally emerged from the casino, both of them looking pissed while Chloe looked impressed. 
 
            “That was a close call. You heard me?” Chuck asked me, taking the steps down two at a time, a lithe creature of the mountains and not at all a city-dweller comfortable with concrete. I felt surrounded by predators taking a break from their hunt.
 
            “I don’t know,” I replied slowly, starting to feel exhausted. 
 
            “She has really good instincts,” Harley told him.
 
            “Not good enough if your ear was shot off,” Chuck said, already on the street and shouldering his rifle.
 
            “Still better than having his head missing,” Diego lifted his voice to be heard as both of them sniped at each other over being over-dramatic, not dramatic enough. I almost wanted to laugh.
 
            “Are you done, now?” Chuck then asked me, looking absolutely intense. “If your business is done and over with, tell me now.”
 
            “Uh, yes, it is,” I said. “My entire irrational reason for coming into Reno to find the only people important in my life has been finished with finding them dead. Now that I am assured of being completely alone and family-less, you can have your son back.”
 
            Chuck did look remorseful, but it wasn’t good enough for me. 
 
            After that, I ignored him, looking at the bloodied material Harley had pressed against his ear. I was definitely going to puke, and he winced.
 
            “Don’t, please. I feel queasy enough,” he said.
 
            “Good shot you took back there,” I said.
 
            “You -! Left me with no choice! I was going to say, let them run around blind in the casino, but no, you – made me do all that!”
 
            I thought about it, then said, “Oh yeah! That would’ve been a better idea.”
 
            “Jesus, Ed - !”
 
            “Well, on that note…might as well as strip those dead guys of their wares. They looked all equipped with useful things. Bullet proof armor, ammo…” I trailed off as Diego and Chuck charged off in that direction, engaged in some other language spat that looked vicious. I changed my mind about doing the stripping as they immediately set to it themselves. Whatever they were having words about, I definitely wasn’t going to stick around to find out.
 
            Harley gave them a weary look, then looked at me with an indecisive expression. He then reached for me, fingers outstretched, and I took his hand with a relieved smile, because I’m glad he still thought I was beautiful with someone’s brains all over me. It sure was hard pulling off attractiveness when one had gore drying on their clothes.





  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
 
            After all that, it was difficult. I struggled. My mind had been so set on finding my parents – alive – that their deaths had thrown me off course. I didn't know what to do. My goal was gone. Harley had said find other maps to explore, but I could not even imagine what else could be out there.
 
            There were more creatures loose on the streets – Mendive was a loss. Chuck told Harley that they had a small group of survivors hiding in the old Target building on Prater, and that they were planning on moving out from the city for some place called Sierra Heights. Somewhere in California.
 
            I was extremely nervous about the thought of leaving Reno. This was my home. This was where I'd grown up. I'd watched classmates transition from popular clique leaders to mall saleswomen with children, discussed the rising homicide rates with my dad, celebrated Fourth of July in the Santa Rancho park. Now it was just…abandoned ruins. There was nothing promising within them. 
 
            Trying to keep up with the pack was only a distraction – I swear, all of them were uber athletes of some kind, because their pace was brutal. Every time I started to whine about not being able to keep up, Chloe would step on the backs of my heels. She pushed and pulled on me like I was a rag doll – she slapped my ass and called me princess and motivated me to keep moving. Eventually, she just ended up throwing me on her back and carrying me, grumbling about it the entire time.
 
            I hope Sandy didn't think I was cheating on her – I seriously felt like I couldn't move any further, or faster, anymore. I think after everything that had happened, my non-athletic body was giving out. I was seriously starving, my stomach eating at itself, but there was nothing I could do about it. The more depressing thoughts that came to mind about the situation, the less inclined I felt about continuing on.
            Once we reached the Target building, night had fallen. Diego ushered us through a side entrance door, and a soldier greeted us with a low whisper. Chloe continued carrying me, moving easily through the darkness in some narrow hall until we emerged out into the open of the abandoned building. A small group of people were huddled together, wrapped in blankets. The area was freezing, but a fire had been discouraged. Flashlights were shifted around as people opened their ranks to allow us in between them.
 
            Once I took my place next to Sandy, Chloe dumping me like a sack of potatoes, I unleashed these pent up tears I didn't even know I was saving. Once she had me nestled against her firm, huge chest, I sobbed heavily, crying about what I'd found. I didn't even have control of myself. It was sort of embarrassing because it was in front of all these people I didn't even know, and it felt selfish because I'd abandoned them all for my parents – it felt wrong. Nobody was supposed to have sympathy for the villain, but, damn, I just didn't care anymore. I was just extremely grateful that Sandy held me firmly and said all the right things I needed to hear, and that was all that could be done.
 
            After awhile, I couldn't cry anymore. I felt like a useless sack of weight and my mind was too foggy to think. I pulled away from Sandy, snatched a comforter from the pile, and wandered off into the darkness, much to their startled noises and expressions. I curled up against the wall with my back turned towards them, rolled up the blanket around me, and went to sleep.
 
            I dreamt about being back home.
 
            This stupid invasion hadn't happened, and I was waking up in my own bed. The house was quiet, but my window was open. I could hear the city outside as it was – noisy, busy, brilliant with life. Planes roared as they came and left – there were sirens in the distance. My neighbors were talking loudly in their yard about weather converters – but I swear one of them sounded like Leon Kennedy, and the other sounded like goddamned Jill Valentine. I could smell mom's cooking. The television was on downstairs – it was a newscast, a reporter speaking gibberish in serious tones.
 
            Groggily, I lifted my head from my pillow and looked around my room. Everything felt like such a bad dream, but I knew, in the back of my mind, that that wasn't it. Everything in my room was where I'd left it – the dress on the floor, the mess I made coming into my room from the window.
 
            It felt so real. I had to question myself in why my mind would lie to me.
 
            I pushed away from the bed, wearing the same outfit I'd worn to work that night. My hair was a jumbled mess, piled high atop of my head in the sleep pony I wore for bed. As I took it down, I left my room.
 
            Family pictures lined the stairway down to the first floor – the lights were on in the kitchen, in the living room, and I heard the flutter of a newspaper, the harsh clearing of my dad's throat. Mom was cooking something that fried deliciously in the wok she used over the stove. I could hear her humming a bad Katy Perry song. As I walked downstairs, the living room was open to me – the television was on, tuned to CNN and showing comical drawings of UFOs. There was a newspaper on the couch, and I grew puzzled at the lack of my dad's presence.
 
            I looked into the kitchen, and despite the sounds and smells of earlier, mom wasn't in there cooking. The stovetop was empty, the kitchen dark – the only light emerged from the windows over the sink, where the curtains had been drawn to allow the day in. I whirled around and looked at the living room, and the tv was off – it was dark in there, too. Suddenly, everything was coated with frost and dirt, and it was cold.
 
            It was so unfair.
 
            The smell of their dead bodies hit me before I could even do anything, and I woke up with a harsh sob. Being brought back to the immense darkness of the abandoned building, I immediately shushed myself. Sitting up, I wiped my eyes, wanting to continue bawling because the dream had been so fucking harsh. Everything had felt so real – I wanted to see my parents again. I wanted to be home. But that dream just reminded me that that place wasn't my home anymore – not without them.
 
            I pushed my blanket away, immediately freezing because it was so cold. It was incredibly disorienting in the darkness - I couldn't walk away without assistance. There were people posted in all four corners of the building with flashlights – too far away for me to talk to them. The others were all curled up in their circle, some talking softly to each other while a single candle burned within the center of their position.
 
            I snatched up my blanket and staggered over in that direction, sniffling and wiping my eyes.
 
            Without saying or doing anything else, I found Harley sleeping near the edge of circle, his father and Diego just feet away from him, and Emmy and Alex nearby. I forced my way into his section, using a foot to push Chuck away to do so. I thought Chuck was going to kill me with the way he reached for his gun, but Diego slapped him once he saw that it was me. I ignored the angry huff Chuck made as I crawled in next to Harley and made him hold me so I could go back to sleep.
 
            Things felt a little better when he hugged me – even after everything that had happened, he didn't even smell bad. I went back to sleep without thinking anything else.     
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